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Executive Summary

This report describes the Special Education Needs Network (SENnet), which, over three years (2011-14) with funding under the European Commission Lifelong Learning programme, brought together some policy-makers, experts, researchers and practitioners working to improve accessibility to learning with ICT for students with disabilities in schools. 

The focus in SENnet was on building up a network to raise mainstream teachers’ awareness and competence in using ICT to support students with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in schools, including those who have transferred from special schools to mainstream education. To do this there were three lines of activity in the network, in addition to general network-building:

1. Research: to document and analyse good practice in using ICT for all, with a focus on short, accessible video testimonies and exemplars. This work was aimed at policy-makers and mainstream practitioners

2. Content: to improve access to digital resources by developing systems and vocabularies and applying them to existing repositories. Beneficiaries of this work were standards bodies globally, teachers, and those responsible for collections of online learning content.

3. Awareness: to identify, adapt and develop online self-access resources to support teachers in the use of ICT with SEN students. This work was very much for teacher-focused and practical.

The network core comprised experts in ministries of education or national agencies in seven countries (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Italy, Portugal and Turkey). They were expert in different types of disability and inclusion, in using technology for students with special needs and in teacher education and education policy. Some participants were leading lights in the domain of open source materials, others in organising teacher training courses, in developing specific tools, dyslexia, international standards, etc. In addition to the core partners the network included national members of the SEN Working Group at European Schoolnet and the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education.

Over three years SENnet produced a range of products, freely available at http://sennet.eun.org, including:

· Research. Three thematic studies (integration of learners with disabilities into mainstream schools; Universal Design for Learning; tablet computers), including 22 video case studies, three annual reports on innovation, one report on digital resources, one on professional development and three annual activity reports (including visit and workshop reports) were produced.
· New learning environments. The network developed and applied a standardised vocabulary to describe resources and to identify materials for learners with disabilities. From 17 at the start of SENnet there are now 630 resources identified by partners as of particular value to students with special needs in the Learning Resource Exchange.
· Teacher education. Six online modules were created and translated and piloted in partner countries. Over 1,500 teachers took part in courses. Modules covered 
· Inclusion of SEN pupils in mainstream schools
· Adjustment measures for SEN pupils
· Universal Design for Learning
· Computer Accessibilities
· Assistive Technologies
· Open Educational Resources and Learning Design
· Dissemination and network building. The network website (sennet.eun.org, with 2,486 visitors in 2014) includes sections containing studies, video case studies, and workshop / peer learning visit reports. A Facebook group (www.facebook.com/groups/SENnetwork) has been popular and active, with over 230 members; it continues beyond the end of the project. 30 workshops took place, including nine organized by the network as a whole. In addition 61 newsletter items were written by partners in a range of languages, and a flyer and (in English, German and Italian) were produced, printed and distributed.
SENnet continues beyond its funding period; find out more at http://sennet.eun.org. The coordinator would like to thank partners for their expertise and commitment, and the European Commission for part-funding the activities of the network.
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1. Project Objectives

The overall aim of SENnet was to reach beyond its core membership and build a sustainable network of policy-makers, specialists and educators committed to the use of technology to improve access to learning and support young people with special needs.

The Network’s objectives were:

1. Research: To undertake research in the area of SEN in schools, identifying, analysing and disseminating: 

a. Barriers and opportunities to implementing the principles of inclusion of learners with Special Educational Needs (SEN) in mainstream schools

b. Effective approaches for special schools serving as resource centres to all schools

2. New learning environments: to explore and document

a. New learning environments that integrate learners with SEN, with particular reference to the role of ICT and to specific special needs
b. Digital resources for learners with SEN to use in these environments for both access and learning

3. Teacher competence development: to improve the supply of professional development resources on SEN at EU level

a. Developing awareness and competences
b. Enabling teachers, school leaders and others in schools to understand, promote and practise inclusion of learners with SEN in mainstream classrooms, and make full use of ICT.

SENnet targeted two groups:

· SENnet partner organisations themselves, i.e. the organisations within the SENnet consortium: Ministry of Education (MoE) personnel responsible for SEN in schools, expert organisations working to improve learning for students with SEN and national agencies working to support school and teacher development. By the end of the funding period, it was expected that there would be more sharing knowledge between them and access to shared issues, challenges and solutions, better access to more resources for SEN students, and having access to outputs of use with their own national stakeholders.
· End users and stakeholders of partners. This target group comprised first school head teachers and teachers in partner countries: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Italy, Portugal and Turkey, and across Europe. For them the impact targets were: increased awareness of the possibilities, good examples and new approaches for integrating learners with SEN in mainstream schools through the use of ICT and using special schools as resource centres. Impact was also foreseen on parents and carers of learners with SEN and on the students themselves, indeed the general public. A second target group was policy-makers in ministries of education, and advisers/ teacher educators, EC-funded projects in the area and associations with an interest in special needs in Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Italy, Portugal, Turkey, and in Europe. 
2. Project Approach
To achieve the objectives the following types of activities took place:

· Objective 1 (analysis): 

· Analysing national and EU-wide issues related ICT and SEN
· Identifying, documenting and translating case studies, including video clips
· Producing guidelines

· Undertaking a survey of MoEs

· Organising workshops and online seminars

· Objective 2 (new learning environments): 

· Building a repository of learning resources, 

· Improving tagging of existing resources enabling easier access

· Carrying out a survey of MoE etc. resources

· Objective 3 (teacher competence development): 

· Developing and adapting training modules for teachers 

· Building and animating an online community of practice

The activities were operationalised through at least three workshops a year to exchange experiences and improve information flow between policy-makers, and an annual conference. A discrete WP dealt with on-going and end-of-project evaluation.

Dissemination was an important part of SENnet. A large proportion of the budget, hence personnel time and travel and subsistence, was devoted to WP6 Networking and Dissemination. This was in recognition of the need for the Network to reach its overall aim beyond its formal membership, involve key players and impact on education systems.
The strategy to reach schools was inputs and focused sessions at national conferences on SEN, and partners translating and disseminating nationally to their networks. Online training modules were designed to be embedded within national in-service training programmes, after translation and localisation. Impact on teachers and those supporting them was also via other projects, including eTwinning.

The strategy to impact on ministries of education (and associated regions and industry partners) in European Schoolnet (EUN) was through meetings, newsletters, conferences and social media. MoEs were to be encouraged to include outputs of the Network on their national portals and learning platforms. MoEs in the SEN Working Group were in particular closely associated with the work of the Network, through sessions at meetings and involvement in studies and surveys. 
SENnet implemented a dissemination plan comprising the production of information and communication tools and promotional activities to various stakeholders. Means to inform and influence used collectively in the project and by individual partners were:
· Web portal (http://sennet.eun.org)
· Communities of practice of teachers, and social media, communities and services, e.g. FaceBook, YouTube, blogs, and tweets.
· Publicity material: brochures and printed resources 

· Participation in major conferences, education shows, trade fairs etc.

· Annual conference for education key stakeholders
· Articles and research papers

· Press releases to educational journalists in all EU countries.

· Newsletter items and news flashes
· European school networks and projects managed by EUN.

The project contributed to the creation of digital learning resources and in-service materials in the area of SEN in schools and to creating a permanent SENnet so that the community continues to exist and serve the needs of learners.
3. Project Outcomes and Results
Over three years SENnet produced a range of outcomes and results, freely available at http://sennet.eun.org. 

Research

Each year a study theme was agreed upon by network members, according to current priorities and issues in the area of special needs. In 2012 it was the integration of learners with disabilities into mainstream schools and the role of technology to support it, in 2013 Universal Design for Learning and in 2014 Tablet computers. Three thematic studies, including 22 video case studies, three annual reports on innovation, one report on digital resources, one on professional development and three annual activity reports (including visit and workshop reports) were produced and published on the SENnet site, together with items about them in the EUN teachers’ and partners’ newsletters and websites. Topics and case studies focused on barriers and opportunities related to the integration of learners with SEN into mainstream schools, and described learning settings that mainstream learners with SEN. They include references to and examples of how special schools work with mainstream schools.

New learning environments

Network members shared experiences in developing innovative classrooms (under the generic heading of the Future Classroom Lab’) and in using digital resources in a wide range of contexts. It emerged that access to digital learning resources could be improved if they were more consistently categorised and described, so that they are more ‘discoverable’ in searches. The focus of work was the Learning Resource Exchange (LRE, http://lreforschools.eun.org) containing over 300,000 free open educational resources in different repositories. Efforts were made to develop and apply a standardised vocabulary to describe resources (using the W3C Access for All application profile) and to identify the best national materials for learners with disabilities via a survey of national experts in EdReNe (http://edrene.org), and to tag and upload them to the LRE. From 17 at the start of SENnet there are now 630 resources identified by partners as of particular value to students with special needs. 200 of them were identified and tagged by partners using a newly developed SENnet Application Profile and vocabulary.
Teacher education

Many studies show that well-supported teachers can make change happen, and so SENnet has developed a modular online course for teachers on inclusion of SEN pupils in mainstream schools. Six modules were created, initially in English and Portuguese, then translated and adapted to partner countries. The modules were piloted in partner countries and seven full courses were run in Portuguese and Estonian. Over 900 teachers registered for the Portuguese MOOC and there were an estimated total of 1,500 content testing users and courses participants. The course content was as follows:
· Inclusion of SEN pupils in mainstream schools
· Adjustment measures for SEN pupils
· Universal Design for Learning
· Computer Accessibilities
· Assistive Technologies
· Open Educational Resources and Learning Design
Dissemination and network building

The website (sennet.eun.org, with 2,486 visitors in 2014) includes sections containing six studies including translated items, video case studies, and workshop / peer learning visit reports. A Facebook group (www.facebook.com/groups/SENnetwork) has been popular and active, with over 230 members; it continues beyond the end of the project. 30 workshops took place, including nine organized by the network as a whole, and SENnet partners provided inputs to eight international confernces. In addition 61 newsletter items were written by partners in a range of languages, and a flyer and (in English, German and Italian) were produced, printed and distributed.
4. Partnerships
The network core comprised experts in ministries of education or national agencies in seven countries (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, Italy, Portugal and Turkey) coordinated by European Schoolnet, a consortium of 30 ministries of education. Each country had specific circumstances, policies and practices with regards to special needs education, as well as common issues and challenges. The experts were specialists in different types of disability and inclusion, in using technology for students with special needs and in teacher education and education policy. Some participants were leading lights in the domain of open source materials, others in organising teacher training courses, in developing specific tools, in dyslexia, international standards, etc. In addition to the core partners the consortium included national members of the SEN Working Group at European Schoolnet and the European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education.
Partners were either ministries of education or organisations close to and funded by MoEs and experienced in matters relating to SEN provision in schools and were well placed to benefit from the Network, provide case studies of good practice and disseminate the results of the activities.  The partners were:

· VDIES, nominated by the Belgium (Flemish Community) education ministry, is a national organisation specialising in dyslexia
· EDUGP, Austria’s largest educational server, has a repository featuring a large number of resources including some being adapted to students with special needs.

· INDIRE is the Italian government’s agency for teacher training and school development with responsibility for supporting special needs education nationally

· HITSA (ex- Tigerleap Foundation) plays a similar role in Estonia, i.e. teacher training and innovation, with a responsibility for SEN

· DGE, a member of European Agency network, is the Portuguese education ministry; SEN is one of its responsibilities
· STIL (ex-UNI-C), like TLF and INDIRE, plays a central role in teacher education and innovation in Denmark, including the area of special needs, and it has a particular strength in digital learning resources.

· MONE, the Turkish ministry of education, is a second MoE directly involved in the Network; SEN is one of its responsibilities.

Activities were designed to complement the work of the European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education to support the flow of information and guidance in the field of special needs education in Europe, in particular the Agency’s work on teacher education for inclusion, covering practical aspects of in-service education rather than teacher supply and initial training and countries not involved in the Agency’s projects, e.g. Italy, Turkey. The Network also built on work in the ICT in Education for people with disabilities report
, taking into account the good practices and recommendations arising from the project and focusing on dealing with disabilities in schools. An ICT update study took place in 2011-13 and partners collaborated closely on areas of common interest.

5. Plans for the Future

The network will continue its programme of research, workshops, training and resource development, ensuring that the results are accessible by as many people as possible and aiming to develop links with related networks, projects and initiatives.

One of the key benefits of the funding provided to develop SENnet was to kick start developments that were embryonic at best before the project began. It provided an opportunity for people to meet, share, learn, develop and explore ideas and resources that are likely to endure. Momentum built up during the 36 months of the project and partners wish to maintain it as far as possible, within scarce resources and little time.

The exploitable assets of SENnet comprise tangible assets that can be valorised, notably case studies and research reports (from WP2), improved access to digital learning resources (WP3), online teacher education modules (WP4), the SENnet ‘brand’, web site and communication channels (WP6) and network conferences and workshop reports (WP7). There are also less tangible assets, in particular the network of people within the partner organisations and beyond built up in WP6, and the knowledge, know-how and expertise built up in the network. A priority post-SENnet is to sustain and extend this network.

The first priority for all partners is to enlarge the network, for example by contacting within each country national, regional or local associations dealing with SEN education and ICT. All partners will gather details of (educational) associations that focus on SEN in general and on SEN and ICT in particular. They should be informed about SENnet and should be sent a special final dissemination brochure. 

Partners will seek to run a dissemination / exploitation event at national level focusing in particular on the end-users such as heads and teachers of SEN schools. This event could focus on examples of interesting or good practice in SEN and ICT education. This would strengthen the link with the end-users: schools, heads, teachers, inspectors, counsellors etc. The examples of interesting practice could be discussed and could be the starting point for cooperation between various schools or the starting point of the creation of new projects. Some of those schools involved in the good practices could become SENnet ambassadors (see below) in the future.

The partners which are not ministries (in Austria, Belgium, Estonia, Italy, as well as EUN) will continue informing their ministry and other decision-makers of the outcomes of SENnet. They will also explain to the decision-makers how SENnet can or is supporting their policy work.
6. Contribution to EU policies

The proposal is made in response to the Call, section 1.3.4 Development of Special Needs Education (SEN) towards inclusion of all young people, in particular those with disabilities: 

“Building on diversity and implementing the principles of inclusion in education and training requires the rethinking of learning environments, resources and teachers’ and school leaders’ competences, the examination of barriers and the identification of opportunities.

Networks should identify and disseminate effective approaches that:

· Promote mainstreaming, including widening the roles of special schools so that they become resource centres

· Train teachers, school leaders and other school staff in promoting inclusion.”

The partners in this proposal believe strongly that SENNET will contribute towards to the drive for inclusion in European education systems, the achievement of regional, national and European policy objectives and towards the objectives of the EU 2020 Strategy. We believe that our pooled experience and knowledge can significantly contribute towards imagining and designing new learning environments making full use of technology and research into effective pedagogies. Our access to teachers enables us to help build up their knowledge and competences in both the use of ICT and how to support and integrate learners with SEN. 

SENNET supports the goals of the Lifelong Learning Programme through its focus on inclusion and ensuring that every young person achieves their potential, developing new skills for new jobs. The Network operates within the principles of subsidiarity and the open method of co-ordination, to make lifelong learning and mobility a reality through creating new learning environments emphasising strongly personal learning paths and high engagement with learning, improving the quality and efficiency of education through the use of technology and online resources and a high quality teacher force able to cope with the full range of SEN displayed by students.  SENNET also promotes, by definition, equality and social cohesion through its focus on mainstreaming and integration while respecting diversity and individual needs. Finally the Network aims to enhance creativity and innovation through key competence development and the involvement of a wide range of stakeholders inside and outside school education systems for the benefit of every child.

SENNET contributes specifically to the achievement of General Priority 5: Promote social inclusion and gender equality, tackling as it does issues related to early school leaving and special needs, and to the strategic priority of promoting access to learning opportunities for people with disabilities applying to the programme as a whole.

� � HYPERLINK "http://www.european-agency.org/news/information-and-communication-technology-ict-in-education-for-people-with-disabilities-new-agency-collaboration" �http://www.european-agency.org/news/information-and-communication-technology-ict-in-education-for-people-with-disabilities-new-agency-collaboration� 
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