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Abstract

The article looks at the special educational needs assessment procedure in the German school system in the field of physical and motor disabilities
as part of an analysis of assessment reports. The inclusion of the bio-psycho-social model of disability within the framework of the ICF and ICF-CY,
which relates the individual-medical model of disability and the social model of disability to each other, is considered central. However, the analysis
shows that the individual-medical model is particularly influential, and that deficit-oriented perspectives on students and their impairments or
disorders are predominant. In addition, specific aspects of learning and education for students with physical disabilities tend to be considered rather
superficially. In this context, the assessment procedure serves much more to assign students to certain types of schools than to describe students’
learning development to help take individual learning progress into account in the classroom.
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Introduction

Critical Aspects of the Special Education Assessment in
Germany

The process of assessing special educational needs (SEN)
has always had a significant impact on biographies of students
in Germany. From a historical perspective, until the 1970s, a
disability could lead to exclusion from compulsory schooling, as

@ @ This work is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 License IJER.MS.ID.000626.

school laws (e.g., in Baden-Wiirttemberg from 1976) contained
provisions regarding the inability of disabled children and young
people to attend school. The question of inclusive schooling also
had a clear answer: Students with SEN were automatically placed
in different special education programs within special schools,
e.g, for intellectual or physical and motor disabilities. Although
there are different milestones regarding school development in
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Germany in the last 20 years (e.g., KMK recommendations on SEN
1994, ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities 2009, and KMK recommendations on inclusive
education for children and young people with disabilities in schools
2011) [1-3], and now there is a focus on inclusive education in
the German school system, it still follows the different special
educational needs.

Despite the only purpose of the SEN assessment is no longer
to select and assign students to different types of schools but to
analyse learning requirements and to provide learning support [4]
and despite there is a stronger focus on biological, psychological
and social factors according to the International Classification of
Functioning, Disability and Health [5], criticism of the assessment
procedure has been mounting in recent years. Among other
things, the criticism relates to (a) the continuously rising number
of students with SEN [6,7], (b) the reinterpretation of complex
problem constellations in the context of institutional discrimination
as individual problems [8], (c) the strong focus on a deficit-oriented
view of students with SEN [9], or (d) the different roles taken by
teachers in the assessment process [10].

From a teaching perspective, there is another difficulty to
consider in both segregated and inclusive school settings: special
education assessments make almost no contribution to supporting
students with SEN in the classroom and everyday school life, as the
learning environment is given little consideration. This thesis is
explored below through the analysis of five SEN assessment reports

focusing on students with physical and motor disabilities. The
analysis serves as a preliminary step for a more extensive research
project on the SEN assessment, which will begin in 2026.

Case Presentation

Special Education Assessment in the Field of Physical
and Motor Disabilities

SEN assessment fulfils two functions in the German school
system [11]: On the one hand, they form the basis for decisions
on school organization, for example, regarding the assignment of
students to different special schools or the provision of additional
resources in inclusive schools. Second, as a formative assessment
tool, itis intended to show students’ learning development and help
to take individual learning progress into account in the classroom.

For implementation, reference to the ICF and the ICF-CY
(Children and Youth) with a focus on specific developmental
processes in childhood and adolescence has proven useful [12,13].
The ICF’s bio-psycho-social model [14,15] combines the individual-
medical model of disability (disability as an individual impairment
or disorder, e.g., due to a genetic defect) and the social model of
disability (disability as a social construct arising from barriers in
society, with the reaction of the environment and the individual’s
ability to adapt being central). For physical and motor disabilities,
the focus is on the interaction between physical impairment and
social context factors, as SEN can also arise at the levels of (limited)
activity and participation.

~
Health Condition
(disorder or discase)
Body Functions
and Structure > Activity + —> Participation
'y T
y 1
Environmental Personal Factors
Factors
Figure 1: Interactions Among the Components of the ICF Within The Bio-Psycho-Social Model (Created According to WHO 2007).
J
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An example illustrates the structure of the ICF model (Figure
1): Infantile cerebral palsy is one of the most common physical
and motor disabilities [16]. This sensomotoric disorder is caused
by early childhood brain damage and leads to impaired interaction
between sensory and motor functions in the reception, processing,
and transmission of stimuli to muscle cells [17]. The movement
disorder has an impact on body functions and body structures,
e.g., due to limited mobility a student needs a wheelchair to cover
longer distances (activity). Individual actions (e.g., moving from
the classroom to the schoolyard) and, as a result, participation as
involvement in different life situations may therefore be limited.
However, a wheelchair can only be used effectively in an accessible
school building with appropriate school equipment (environmental
factors). Depending on the age of the student or the personal ability
to move around in a wheelchair, the support of another person may
also be necessary (personal factors). At the same time, personal
factors, which may also include intact body functions, must be
considered as resources for activities. The aim is to enable activities
to be carried out as independently as possible by analysing barriers
to participation and support needs. Since this focus on participation
is also central to the school context, the ICF-CY can be used in the
context of the SEN assessment [18,19].

Central to physical and motor disabilities is the individual

Table 1: Description and Analysis of the Assessment Reports.

examination of physicality and a specific experience of spatial
perception and social interaction, which are caused by an
impairment or disorder (e.g, spina bifida, asthma, dysmelia),
comorbidities (e.g., speech disorders), and secondary impairments
(e.g., difficulties with eating and drinking). Within the framework
of the ICF the areas of learning and applying knowledge
(d1), communication (d3), mobility (d4), self-care (d5), and
interpersonal interactions and relationships (d7) are particularly
significant [11]. Overall, SEN assessments in the field of physical
and motor disability should relate three aspects to each other:
(a) the student’s individual physical condition, (b) the tasks to be
completed at school with their specific requirements, and (c) the
learning environment (ibid., p. 157).

Description and Analysis of Assessment Reports

All assessment reports answer the same question, namely
whether a primary school student (in most of the federal states
in Germany this refers to grades 1 to 4) should be diagnosed with
SEN. The organization and implementation of SEN assessments
vary across the federal states in Germany [20,21] and thus also the
content of the assessment reports. Since the analysed assessment
reports all come from one federal state, they are comparable in
terms of their structure (Table 1). In all five reports, SEN with focus
on physical and motor development was recommended.

student’s current
situation

description of personal factors (e.g., age or disability), situation in
school (e.g., grade level or overview of the school situation), and other
factors (e.g., family situation)

Mostly deficit-oriented but nonspecific
descriptions, e.g. extensive school performance
problems

Example: The student is 8;6 years old and has been in a wheelchair
since birth. His physical disability is associated with motor difficulties
and communication problems. This makes it fundamentally difficult
for the student to follow lessons.

Difficulties are mostly attributed to the
student, so increased need for support becomes
apparent

Sources of information
& (medical) examina-

medical reports and reports from therapists; results of different as-
sessments, e.g. intelligence tests, school performance tests; classroom

Focus on medical examinations as well as
intelligence and school performance tests

Unstructured classroom observations

tions observations; parent-teacher-meetings Only rarely analyses of the student’s
environmental factors
Description of impairments or disorders, in part specific for physical No mention of intact body functions and
Body functions & and motor disabilities structures
structures

Example: spina bifida, hydrocephalus, mobility impairment

No mention of existent coping strategies or
other personal resources

Mental & cognitive
functions

Description of concepts like intelligence, attention, perception

Emphasis of the individual-medical model of
disability

Example: the intelligence quotient lies between 73 and 95 with a
probability of 95%; the visual perception is impaired by severe near-
sightedness

Disability as individual deficit

Activity & participation

Description of everyday school situations, levels of learning in dif-
ferent subjects or in specific areas like communication, mobility or
self-care

Turn from a deficit-oriented towards a more
skill-based description

Example: with the help of a wheelchair, the student is able to cover
short distances; his reading comprehension is comparable to the other
students in second grade

Descriptions remain mainly nonspecific or
refer to different standards like grade or school
class

Other factors

Description of personal (e.g., interest, personality) and environmental
(e.g., family, peer-groups, support systems) factors

Example: the student shows a wide range of interests and is open and
friendly towards teachers.

Personal factors remain mainly nonspecific
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The analysis in table 1 needs to be specified by further aspects.
The SEN assessment reports show a clear medical focus against
the backdrop of the students’ physical impairments. The medical
model of disability proves to be particularly influential, while
the social model of disability, or the view of disability as a social
and cultural construct, is nearly non-existent. Although reference
is made to the ICF and the model described above, the focus is
predominantly on limited body functions and structures as well as
mental/cognitive abilities. This would be unproblematic if this view
were accompanied by an analysis of the structures and barriers
that cause disability and a detailed consideration of participation
and activities. However, this is largely missing from the reports
analysed. Furthermore, the assessment reports contain only a few
statements about the student’s biography or life outside of school
or about specific opportunities for individual development, as the
deficit-oriented descriptions take up a lot of space. Specific teaching
or classroom situations are usually described in a non-specific and,
above all, deficit-oriented manner and rarely contain a description
of specific learning behaviour. For students with physical and motor
disabilities, specific factors influencing learning behaviour can
be described: brain development, motor development, cognitive
and linguistic development, development of executive functions,
opportunities for social participation, and opportunities to be an
agent of their own development [22]. Overall, there is a very wide
range of learning behaviours, which makes it nearly impossible to
make an SEN assessment without structured observations specific
to the situation in the classroom. A direct link between physical
impairment and reduced intelligence cannot be assumed; rather,
factors such as working memory, attention span, memory capacity,
self-regulation, and learning strategies must also be considered
(ibid., p. 71). Finally, the student’s social environment is said to
be very important for support (ibid., p. 72). All these points play
a subordinate role in the assessment reports. It becomes apparent
that only the individual physical condition of the student is given
sufficient attention in a deficit-oriented way, while too little
attention is paid to the tasks to be completed at school as well as
the learning environment.

The analysis shows that assessment reports primarily fulfil
the first function of special education diagnostics, namely the
assignment of students to different special schools or the provision
of additional resources in inclusive schools. The second function, to
show students’ learning development and to help to take individual
learning progress into account in the classroom, often is considered
very little. What change of perspective could help that the second
function, which is of much greater importance to the students than
the first one, can also be fulfilled?

Greater emphasis should be placed on the individual
circumstances of each student. This involves not only describing
individual deficits and impairments, but also analysing the
family and social environment or educational background to
identify support systems and aspects of successful participation
and involvement. The same applies to teaching itself: in which
situations can students contribute their skills, abilities and talents?

What characterizes these situations? However, this is only possible
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if disability is considered a social construct: in which situations the
disability results of an impairment or disorder, in which situations
the student is disabled by barriers? How can these situations be
described? It may be helpful to take a more in-depth look at the ICF
and the areas that are important for physical and motor disabilities,
such as mobility, communication, or self-care (see above).

Discussion

The SEN assessment process is complex and, in times of
teaching staff shortage in Germany, presents various challenges
[23]. Even this brief analysis of five assessment reports provides
initial indications that the current assessment approach is missing
an opportunity to use the process not only as a means of structuring
and assigning students within the school system, but also to
incorporate the findings into school and teaching development
adapted to individual students, e.g.,, in the context of didactic and
methodological decisions to create learning environments that are
as barrier-free and individually fitting as possible. The focus should
be on participation, as well as on opportunities for the student’s
education, rather than primarily on ways of compensating for
disabilities within the framework of the individual-medical model of
disability. These are undoubtedly necessary within the framework
of the assessment but overemphasizing them is not very effective.
However, individual education plans for students show that this
is often the case in the SEN assessment process. They are usually
characterized by deficit-oriented and nonspecific descriptions
and loosely fitting support measures [24]. But especially these
individual education plans could be an opportunity to implement
special education and respond more deeply to individual life
situations and learning needs. For the field of physical and motor
disability, dealing with changes in physicality is also central,
therefore aspects such as identity/self-image, independent living,
communication, and learning need to be addressed. The ICF and
ICF-CY provide a good starting point here.

It should be noted that the analysis of five SEN assessment
reports is by no means representative. It must also be taken into
account that the assessments vary greatly due to the different
requirements of the federal states [20], the individual administrative
districts, and, last but not least, the school authorities. Therefore,
the present analysis is intended to raise awareness of the issue
and refer to an upcoming comprehensive analysis of more
than 100 assessment reports form different SEN programs and
administrative districts. The focus is on the question of whether the
results can be reproduced or transferred to other areas of special
education. For this small pretest, it can be noted that the central
results correspond with analyses of assessment reports by other
authors [25,26].
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