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Introduction
The research “Education and Community Living as a Precondition of
Equality of Children with Disabilities” was carried out in the period
from May to October 2015 within the project “Children with Disabilities
in Residential Institutions as Victims of Multiple Discrimination”. The
aim of the project is to contribute to the fight against discrimination
against children with disabilities in the education system, and it is
implemented by the Mental Disabilities Rights Initiative MDRI-S
in partnership with the Initiative for Inclusion VelikiMali and in
cooperation with the Commissioner for Protection of Equality. The
project is supported by the European Union under the Civil Society
Facility 2013.
In the course of preparation of research methodology, the MDRI-S team
consulted the advisers of the Republic Institute for Social Protection,
the Commissioner for Protection of Equality and representatives
of international organisations. We take this opportunity to thank
everyone who participated in the design of research and supported
us with their suggestions and advice. Data collection in field work was
carried out by Maja Popovic, Maja Mirkov, and Snežana Lazarević,
MDRI-S activists, who have years of experience in the promotion
of the rights of children with disabilities. We would also like to give
appreciation to all social protection and education institutions
that participated in the study and contributed to the mapping of
the greatest difficulties for inclusion of children with disabilities in
residential institutions in the education system.
The research has provided new insights into educational status of
children with disabilities who live in residential institutions, and given
a more detailed picture of the situation, but also the perception of
the employees in the institutions of social protection and education
of respect for the fundamental rights of children with disabilities.
In fact, more than half of children with disabilities in residential
5

care are excluded from educational system, additional aggravating
circumstances are present such as a limited number of schools that
cooperate with the homes, a limited number of places in school
for children from homes, architectural barriers, lack of additional
support. All the children included in the research attend schools for
children with disabilities, specifically no child attends a regular school.
However, the barriers that are even more serious are negative attitudes
of employees in homes and schools towards education of children
with disabilities and the prevailing medical model in the assessment
of a child’s needs. Of particular importance to us are the insights into
ensuring equality of children with disabilities in institutional care, that
is, the fact that they are not exercising their right to education on an
equal basis with others.
We hope that this research will open a discussion on the necessity to
improve education for children with disabilities and provide a family
environment for children who are now in institutions. MDRI-S will use
research findings and formulated recommendations to continue to
advocate the rights of children with disabilities, as well as to propose
measures to improve practices and public policies with a view to
achieving equality of children with disabilities in Serbia.
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Research
Context
The need for this research was made evident from the monitoring
visits to institutions of social protection that the Mental Disability
Rights Initiative MDRI-S has conducted in Serbia since 2008, as well
as from the statements of the Republic Institute for Social Protection.
In 2012, MDRI-S implemented seven monitoring missions in social
care institutions which house the children and young people with
disabilities and compiled the report “The Hidden and Forgotten:
segregation and neglect of children with disabilities and adults with
intellectual disabilities in Serbia” in which it discusses exercise of the
beneficiaries’ right to education. This was when we realised that a very
small number of children were included in the educational system,
that there were noticeable resistances and prejudices towards the
education of children with disabilities, but also that social care
institutions face different obstacles in enrollment and ensuring the
continuity of children’s education.
The issue of education of children placed in large residential institutions
is not sufficiently analysed in Serbia, therefore extensive data and indepth analysis on this subject are lacking. However, there are several
important studies and reports that give initial insights and lay the
basis for further work.1 Existing reports and analyses show that the
1 See, for example, MDRI-S Report “The Hidden and Forgotten: segregation
and neglect of children with disabilities and adults with intellectual disabilities
in Serbia”; Žegarac, N. (ed) “In the labyrinth of social protection: Lessons from
research on children in foster care and residential care”, University of Belgrade,
Faculty of Political Sciences, Belgrade, 2014; Ognjanović, M., “Step to the
community: trends and characteristics of the institutional care of children with
disabilities in the period 2000-2011”, the Republic Institute for Social Protection,
UNICEF, Ministry of Labour, Employment and Social Policy, Belgrade, 2013;
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situation of children with disabilities has improved in the last decade
but that their rights, especially the rights of children in residential
care, are still seriously violated.
Although Serbia has one of the lowest rates of institutionalisation of
children in Europe, progress towards de-institutionalisation is visible
and significant mainly for children without parental care while children
with disabilities had benefited less from the reforms of social care and
child protection systems. They are overrepresented in institutional
care and make up 60% of the clients of homes for children and young
people (former homes for children without parental care) and only
9.1% of children in foster care2. Facilities for children and youth with
disabilities have a large number of beneficiaries (an average of 350
beneficiaries), and the other half consists of adults and the elderly3.
A large number of children still come from outside the municipality
institution’s district which makes difficult maintaining contact with
the family, relatives and acquaintances from a place of residence4,
and thus hinders return to their natural environment.
Comprehensive reforms of the social protection and education
system began several years ago, and the regulatory framework
was set in place with adoption of reformed legislation in these two
areas5. Amendments in the legislation governing education from
year 2009 introduced significant and important changes and, in
addition to clearly prescribing that every child must attend preschool
program and emphasising that primary education is compulsory for
all children, it also prescribes the manner of inclusion of vulnerable
children in the education system, the types of support that can be
provided with additional support, funding, and individualisation
2 Report on the Activities of Institutions for Care of Children and Youth in 2014, the
Republic Institute for Social Protection, Belgrade
3 As many as 53.5% of the beneficiaries of homes for children and youth with
disabilities are adults and the elderly (2014), Report on the Work of Institutions for
Care of Children and Youth in 2014, the Republic Institute for Social Protection,
Belgrade
4 In 2014, 71.2% of beneficiaries of homes for children and young people with
disabilities came from municipalities outside the institution’s region, of which
48.5% were children and young people, Report on the Work of Institutions for Care
of Children and Young People for the year 2014, the Republic Institute for Social
Protection
5 Law on the Foundations of the Education System (2009), the Law on Social
Protection (2010)
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and flexibility in teaching. Although previously there were no legal
obstacles to inclusion of children with disabilities in regular education,
a developed and established practice had been developed to educate
children with disabilities in the so-called special schools and, even
then, depending on the type of disability. However, most often
children with disabilities, whether they lived in a family or residential
institution, were completely excluded from education6.
Today’s outlook in terms of inclusion of children with disabilities in
institutional care in the educational system is not much brighter.
According to the Republic Institute for Social Protection data from
2014, only one in four children of pre-school and school age was
enrolled in the education system, but none of the children attended
a regular school. As equality is one of the most important principles
of child’s rights and human rights, we have deemed it essential
to consider the exercise of the right to education and provision of
necessary additional support on an equal basis with others. The
assumption is that children with disabilities are discriminated against
on the basis of disability, but also that children in institutional care
are further discriminated against on the basis of place of residence
or on the grounds that they do not live with their families but in
institutions.
In addition to systemic difficulties, to understand the situation of
children with disabilities in institutional care, it is necessary to observe
the social context and a position towards their needs and rights in
Serbia. For decades, children with disabilities have been completely
excluded from all mainstream events, because a parallel system of
specialised services has been developed for them, and this approach
has led to poorer long-term outcomes for the child and less potential
to interact with children from the general population. Exclusion of
children with disabilities and the rigid parallel support system based
on the medical model has contributed to the ignorance and lack of
understanding of the needs and rights of the child, as well as the
stigmatisation of families of children with disabilities. Prejudices
6 Although there are no precise data on the number of children with disabilities
and their (non) involvement in the education system, in 2001 UNICEF estimated
that about 85% of children living in families were excluded from the education
system. The Centre for Children’s Rights estimated in 2006 that about 60% of
children with disabilities were not included in the education system (Report on
Child’s Rights in Serbia, 2006);
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and negative attitudes are still very pronounced, especially towards
children with intellectual, psychosocial and cognitive difficulties. For
example, according to UNICEF7 data, majority of citizens believe that
children with disabilities are better off in a family than in a specialised
institution, but also believe that these children have a negative impact
on the daily lives of other children in the family. Slightly less than
half of citizens believe that, for children with physical and sensory
disabilities, it is better to attend regular than special schools, while
only a third believe that regular schools are better for children with
intellectual disabilities. Also, there is a very high percentage of those
who think that children with disabilities in regular schools have a
negative impact on children from the general population8. However,
a significant fact is that the largest number of respondents believes
that children with disabilities can achieve a lot if they have adequate
support.
The European Commission Screening Report on Chapter 23: The
Reform on Judiciary and Fundamental Rights states that a discrepancy
continues to exist between the law and practice relative to the rights
of children with disabilities, and that it is necessary to continue the
policy of deinstitutionalisation and recommend improvements in
the protection and exercise of rights of persons with disabilities.9
Legislation and public policy have set a solid foundation for the
development and implementation of services for the social inclusion
of vulnerable children in accordance with accepted international
standards. Different mechanisms of support have been established
and programs and services piloted, but great challenges are still
evident as well as the difficulties in a comprehensive and equitable
implementation, financing and sustainability of services and access to
rights.

7 Multiple indicators of the status of women and children in Serbia – 5 MICS,
UNICEF Serbia, 2014;
8 As many as 76.3% of respondents believe that children with physical and sensory
disabilities have a negative impact on other children in regular schools, while
65.2% of respondents believe the same to be true for children with intellectual
disabilities – 5 MICS, UNICEF Serbia, 2014;
9 Screening Report Serbia, Chapter 23: Judiciary and Fundamental Rights, WP
Enlargement and countries negotiating accession to the EU, MD 45/14, 15.05.14.
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2014/140729-screeningreport-chapter-23-serbia.pdf
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Theoretical Framework
The main topic of research is the position of children with disabilities
living in social care institutions in the educational system in the Republic of Serbia.

In the study we use the definition institutions listed in the Common
European guidelines for Transition from Institutional to Communitybased care, according to which an institution is not defined only by its
capacity, or by the number of beneficiaries but also by the institutional
culture. More specifically, each institution “is a service of a residential
type in which:
•• b
 eneficiaries are ostracized from a broader community, and are
forced to live together;
•• b
 eneficiaries do not have a sufficient control over their lives, nor
the decisions that affect them;
•• n
 eeds of the organisation itself take precedence over a beneficiary’s
personal needs.”10
In the report we have used the terms institutions, social care and
residential institutions, in the sense of above cited definition of
institution.
We have used the definition of disability as defined in the Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, according to which, in the
context of human rights, people with disabilities are all those who
have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory difficulties
which, in interaction with various barriers, may hinder their full and
effective participation on an equal basis with others11. Such definition
of disability shifts the focus from people with disabilities to the
community and the system that pose different barriers12 for persons
with disabilities and prevent their full participation and enjoyment
of human rights. In this report we will use the terms children with
developmental difficulties and children with disabilities.
10 Common European guidelines for the transition from institutional to
community-based care, published by the United Nations Development
Programme, document prepared by the project of the European Expert Group on
the transition from institutional to community-based care
11 Article 1 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
12 Legislative, administrative, financial, architectural, information, attitudinal etc.
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The research approach is based on children’s rights – the conceptual
development framework that is normatively based on international
human rights standards, and the basic principles are the best interest
of the child, equality, the right to life, survival and development, and
participation.13 To these basic principles we add taking into account
the developmental capacities of children with disabilities and respect
for the rights of children with disabilities to preserve their identities14.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities are of particular importance for this
study, as they constitute the basis for equal treatment and recognition
of equal rights for children and persons with disabilities.
Child’s best interest is the principle that must always be of primary
importance in all actions concerning children with the aim of observance
of all aspects of child care and protection in all circumstances. In the
decision-making process, the child’s best interest must be the basis
for a legislative framework, programs and public policies that protect
the rights of children with disabilities. Family environment is the best
environment for the development and advancement of children with
disabilities and must provide family support and access to rights and
services. Poverty, lack of services, support and access to rights may
not be the reasons that impede a child’s life in the biological family.
However, if the child’s life in the biological family is not possible for
other reasons, it is in the child’s best interest to live in a different
form of family environment, such as a kinship or foster family or in
other forms of family-like accommodation (e.g. family groups for
upbringing, foster family15). Small group homes and institutions are
considered to be residential housing.16
The Committee on the Rights of the Child recommend to the Stateparties to stop placing children in residential institutions in order to
prevent the deprivation of children’s liberty. If a child with disabilities
is in institutional care nonetheless, the principle of the child’s best
13 The Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 2 (equality), Article 3 (best
interests of the child), Article 6 (right to life, survival and development), Article 12
(participation)
14 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
15 Žegarac, N. (ed) in the labyrinth of social protection: Lessons from research
on children in the family and residential rentals, University of Belgrade, Faculty of
Political Sciences, Belgrade, 2014;
16 UN Guidelines for the alternative care of children, United National General
Assembly, Guidelines for the alternative care of children, 24 February 2010, A / RES
/ 64/142
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interest is of special importance, because services in the home must
comply with prescribed standards so that the child’s safety, protection
and care are the primary obligation.17 Life in an institution must be
as short as possible in order to reduce the serious consequences of
institutionalisation on the child’s emotional, cognitive, and physical
development. Quality of service in large residential institutions is
often worse than the required standards of care for children with
disabilities because of the lack of standards or lacking implementation
and monitoring of standards. Almost all rights of a child who lives in
an institution are compromised, including the right to education.
To ensure that detention will not disrupt
preparation for adulthood and the full
realization of a child’s potential, access to
education is a fundamental right of children
deprived of their liberty.18
Exercise of the right to education and the right to live in a family
environment are closely linked as a precondition for optimal
development, thus realisation of one right depends largely on the
realisation of the other.
The right to education is a basic human right and falls into the
category of social, economic and cultural rights. This right includes
not only ensuring access to education, but also continuity, quality
and content of education that respects children’s rights and a child’s
inherent dignity. The aim of education is to empower the child by
developing his or her skills, learning capacities, human dignity, selfesteem and self-confidence.19 Children with disabilities have the same
right to education as other children and shall enjoy this right without
discrimination and on an equal basis with others; educational process
should lead to the development of a child’s personality, talents and
mental and physical abilities in their full potential20.
17 General Comment 9. The Committee on the Rights of the Child: The rights of
children with disabilities, CRC / C / GC / 9, 27 February 2007
18 Report of the Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman and
degrading treatment and punishment, Juan E. Mendez, the UN General Assembly,
March 5, 2015, A / HRC / 28/68
19 General Comment 1 of the Committee on the Rights of the Child, Article 29 (1):
The Aims of Education, 17.04.200
20 General Comment 9. The Committee on the Rights of the Child: The rights of
children with disabilities, CRC / C / GC / 9, 27 February 2007
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The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities made
an important breakthrough in the development and promotion of
inclusive education, defining that every child should have access
to inclusive education. Committee on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities indicates that the goal of education is to educate all students
in an inclusive environment,21 wherein inclusive education is defined
as a process that transforms culture, public policy and practice in all
learning environments to respond to the different needs of individual
students. It also highlights the obligation to remove barriers that in
any way impede access to education. Education must focus on the
scope, active participation and achievement of all students, especially
those who, due to various reasons, are excluded or marginalised22.
In addition to being a child’s basic right, inclusive education is
an important prerequisite for social inclusion and comprises a
comprehensive system changes and child-oriented support. In
addition to the legal prescription of compulsory education, the key
elements are accessibility, equality and participation. Accessibility is
a very broad term and refers to the architectural adaptation (public
transportation, school buildings, public areas), information (provision
of precise, simplified and customised information to all stakeholders
relevant to the child’s education), as well as the adaptation of
legislation and funding in relation to the needs and rights of child.
Inclusive education requires a diversity of teaching methods,
creativity in the use of teaching methods, flexibility, horizontal flow
and modernisation of education and teaching staff to find ways to
respond to the educational needs of different children. However,
equally important is the change in attitudes and value systems
that take into account developmental capacity of each child and
understand the importance of child’s learning, advancement and
active involvement in decisions affecting his or her life.

Purpose and Goal of the Researc
The fact is that the majority of children with disabilities in residential
institutions are excluded from the education system and that, in
addition to violations of their fundamental rights, this also presents
an aggravating circumstance for them to gain their independence and
start living in a community. In the research we wanted to examine:
21 This position is shared by the Committee on the Rights of the Child, General
Comment 9. The rights of children with disabilities, CRC / C / GC / 9, 27 February 2007
22 The draft General Comment. 4, Article 24, The right to inclusive education, the
Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
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•• t he reasons for exclusion, or the reasons for insufficient inclusion of
children with disabilities in educational system,
•• t he greatest difficulties and barriers that children face in this
process,
•• type of support that the children need
•• w
 hat is the attitude of employees in institutions towards education
of children with disabilities in the context of Serbia’s current
development.
The aim of the research is to contribute to ensuring equality for
children with disabilities who are in social protection institutions,
by analysing the situation and proposing steps and measures to
improve public policies. The data and recommendations generated
in the course of research will be used to continue reporting on these
children’s situation and the impact on a full exercise of their rights in
accordance with the principles of the Convention on the Rights of the
Child and the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
The overall objective is to provide a family environment for children
with disabilities and inclusion in the educational system and
community life. Education is considered to be a necessary step to
independence, acquisition of knowledge and skills for the future,
social interaction and creation of social capital. For every child,
education and social inclusion are a starting point and a necessary
path to learning and preparing for future policy-making and gaining
independence. All this leads to better skills and knowledge for
making and implementing decisions that are important for an adult
person’s life. The aim of this process should be respect for the dignity
and autonomy of every person with disabilities throughout their
life cycle, as well as a full realisation of their human rights on the
principles of social inclusion.

Research Methodology
We set up the basis for operationalisation of the research by
observing three dimensions of human rights: respect for, protection
and fulfilment of human rights to which the state pledges when it
endorses international documents on human rights.
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The obligation to respect human rights means that the state and
state institutions and authorities are to refrain from implementing,
financing or accepting any practice, policy or legal measures that violate
a person’s integrity, or encroach the freedom to access the measures
to meet one’s needs and exercise one’s rights. For this dimension it
is necessary to establish a legislative and administrative framework
that guarantees human rights. The obligation to protect human
rights means that the state and its authorities must prevent other
persons and non-state actors from human rights violations, and if the
rights are violated, the State must guarantee access to mechanisms
for protection of rights and legal remedies. The obligation to fulfil
human rights includes the matters of advocacy, planning of public
spending, and regulation of the economy, providing basic services
and infrastructure, as well as measures of equitable allocation of
resources. More specifically, this dimension contains active measures
to ensure access to rights.23
Characteristics of three dimensions of human rights were discussed in
the context of the right to education i.e. inclusive education.
Category

Human rights dimensions
Respect

Protect

Fulfill

Right to
education

Prohibition of
interference in
human rights
realization

Prevention of
human rights
violations

Ensuring
resources
and policy
outcomes

(economic,
social and
cultural
rights)

Ensuring
legislative and
administrative
framework that
guarantees
human rights

Access to
protection
measures and
legal remedies

(financing,
ensuring basic
services and
infrastructure,
reallocation of
resources)

Table 1: Operationalisation of research, dimensions
and categories of human rights
23 Goodhart, M., Human rights: Politics and practice, Oxford University Press,
2009
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Referring to this matrix and with a previous research into available
literature, we set up a framework for the development of research
methodology on the position of children with disabilities who are in
institutional care in the educational system of Serbia.
The first phase of research included a review of existing research and
works on education of children in the social protection system and
analysis of national and international legislative framework and public
policies in the areas of education, social policy and inter-sectoral
issues such as discrimination and violence.
The second phase involved collection of information from
representatives of social protection and education institutions and
qualitative analysis of obtained data, i.e.:
•• c onduct of semi-structured in-depth interviews with representatives
of social protection institutions (director, expert team members).
Invitations to participate in the survey were sent to all big social
care institutions for children and youth with disabilities (five) and
small residential communities (five in total), to which four large
institutions and two small residential communities responded.
Respondents were expert team members (social worker, doctor,
psychologist, special pedagogue, expert work coordinator) and
director. In each institution, interview was attended by three to
five people, and interviews were conducted by two trained persons
with years of experience in protecting the rights of children with
disabilities. Due to a different way of organisation, management
and operation of large residential institutions and small group
homes, the data from these two types of institutions were analysed
separately.
•• i n-depth interviews with representatives of schools for education
of children with developmental disabilities in places which situate
large residential institutions and small group homes, which were
covered by the survey. We produced the total of six in-depth
interviews with representatives of schools for education of children
with developmental disabilities which children from these homes
attend. Respondents were school principals, teachers, subject
teachers, special education teachers, speech therapists, social
workers. Given the small number of schools surveyed, the data
should be seen as an illustration of the position of children with
disabilities in these schools;
17

•• f ocus groups with representatives of regular primary schools: two
towns that have institutions for children with disabilities were
selected and two towns with small group homes. Four focus groups
were carried out with the total of 15 regular elementary schools
in Serbia; focus groups were attended by teachers, professional
associates (psychologist, teacher) and school principal.
The research was conducted in the period from May to October 2015
in Vojvodina, Central, Eastern and Southern Serbia, that is, in the
towns/municipalities with large residential institutions and small
group homes.
Guidelines were created for the purpose of in-depth interviews, i.e.
open questionnaire for social care institutions and schools for children
with developmental disabilities. The questionnaire consists of six
parts and covers the following areas:
•• g
 eneral information on the number and structure of children in
care and the number of children from homes attending school
•• c overage of children of primary school age with education and type
of educational institution they attend,
•• t he process of inclusion of children in education system – who
initiates the enrollment, how a school is selected, assessment of
needs for additional support, provision of additional support,
•• q
 uality of education – dynamics of going to school, individual
education plans, individual support plan, assessment of a child’s
progress, interaction and socialising with other children, equality,
•• d
 ifficulties and obstacles in the exercise of the right to education
– greatest difficulties, cooperation, necessary changes at national
level, local level and the level of institutions/ schools,
•• support needed.
For the purpose of focus groups with regular schools, we created
a guide for focus groups which, through a series of questions and
statements, included interviews on the following topics:
•• e nrollment of children with disabilities from residential institutions
in schools and their educational process,
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•• d
 ifficulties and barriers that children with disabilities face in their
inclusion in education system,
•• c ommunication and cooperation between institutions of education
and social welfare systems,
•• p
 ossible solutions for a full inclusion of children with disabilities
from homes in the education system and necessary support to
mainstream schools.
The study also includes a gender dimension, i.e. considers the
difference in treatment of boys compared to girls with disabilities.
In-depth interviews and focus groups were piloted in the preparatory
phase.
Participation of institutions was on a voluntary basis, and the Ministry
of Labor, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs was informed
about the research. We ensured the participants’ anonymity and
confidentiality, which means that data and the results will not be listed
with reference to individual institutions except for the presentation
of positive examples from practice for which we have obtained the
participants’ consent. During the survey we did not ask for information
on the personality of either the beneficiaries or the staff in institutions.
The third part of the research involves individual interviews with
experts, policy makers, representatives of independent institutions and
international organisations, who with their professional competence
and authority can contribute to better understanding of the position
of children with disabilities in the education system and development
of policy proposals. Also, on 30 October 2015, in collaboration with
the Commissioner for Protection of Equality, an expert meeting was
organised where we presented the first results of the research and the
participants discussed the barriers faced by children with disabilities
in institutional care and recommendations for development practices
and public policies.

Limitations
Analysis of the situation includes children of primary school age (6 to 15
years) who are placed in residential institutions. As primary education
is compulsory in the Republic of Serbia, we have analysed how and to
what extent this imperative legal norm is exercised in practice when it
19

comes to children with disabilities in residential housing. The limited
capacities did not allow for analysis of pre-school and secondary
education of children with disabilities.
Although the social work centres, as guardianship authorities,
are important stakeholders in the education process of children
from institutions, the research did not include interviews with
representatives of the guardianship authorities due to the limited
scope and capacity of research. The results of this research shed
some light onto the difficulties and barriers in the functioning of
the system of guardianship in Serbia and we hope that the existing
data will provide a basis for further research and larger coverage of
stakeholders and subjects.
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Research
Results
Inclusion of children with disabilities at the
residential care in the education system
Analysis of quantitative data on the inclusion in education system
of elementary school children who are placed in homes for children
and youth with developmental disabilities shows devastating results.
According to the information we received from the homes at the time
of this research, the total of 266 children with disabilities of primary
school age (156 boys, 110 girls) were living in four large residential
institutions.
Only 44%, that is, 116 children of primary school age were included in
education system.
Inclusion of children in education
school

home schooling

out of system

31%
56%
13%

Figure 1: Percentage of children from 4 institutions included
in education system
21

All children attend the school for education of children with
developmental disabilities, and one home organises home schooling
in cooperation with special schools and includes children who have
serious health problems and who are in need of intensive support.
However, analysis of the number of children included in the educational
system in individual institutions shows significant differences. One
institution which has over 80% of children of primary school age
enrolled in some form of education is an outlier in this research
leading to a serious “distortion” of the overall picture. In contrast to
these institutions, children from three other institutions are generally
excluded from the education system:
Institution 2
included in education

out of the system

18%
82%

Figure 3: percentage of children included in education system (Institution 2)

Institution 3
included in education

out of the system

25%
75%

Figure 3: percentage of children included in education system (Institution 3)

In one of the homes that participated in the survey (here referred
to as Institution 1), no child of primary school age is included in
compulsory education.
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Detailed data that we received from the institutions are presented in
Table 2.
Institution

No. of primary
school aged
children24 in
institutional
care
Boys

No. of primary
school aged
children included
in the education
system

Girls

Boys

Percentage
of children
included in
the education
system

Girls

Institution 1
Institution 2
Institution 3

4
78
17

2
51
7

0
16

0
7
6*

0
18%
25%

Institution 4
Total

57
156

50
110

46

41
116

81%
44%

* Institution 3 has not provided the data on the gender structure of
beneficiaries included in the education system
Table 2: Quantitative data on children placed in four homes for children
and youth with disabilities in development

It is clear that Institution 4 is an outlier in this study and in many parts
of this report it will be examined separately. If we exclude Institution
4 from the quantitative data on education of residential institutions
beneficiaries, we come to the devastating fact that only 18% of
primary school age children placed in three homes attend primary
school, and only 29 out of 159 children at the time of the research.
The situation in small group homes (SGHs) that participated in the
survey is different. In addition to having considerably smaller number
of beneficiaries (10 to 13), due to their structure and organisation,
enrollment of children in school was one of the mandatory activities
introduced through the project of transformation of institutions for
children25 in which SGH teams and schools organised training and
24 Children aged 6 to 15, except in the case of the Institution 2, which keeps
records for children aged 6 to 14, so it provided date in accordance with its records
25 The project “Transforming Residential Institutions for Children and Developing
Viable Alternatives,” which was implemented by UNICEF in the period from 2008
to 2010, in partnership with the Ministry of Labour and Social Welfare, with the
support of EU.
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introduction and adjustment activities for both beneficiaries and
teachers of special schools. Most of the beneficiaries of small group
homes are children and young people from Kulina Institution. These
are children with serious developmental disabilities and profound
consequences of institutionalisation and deprivation and the need for
intensive support. In two small group homes that participated in the
study the total number of children and young people with disabilities
is 23, only five of which are elementary school children. All SRC
beneficiaries are included in the education system and they attend
schools for education of children with disabilities.
There were clear instructions what to do and
how it should be done. One of those was also
education of children. (An SGH employee)
Employees in schools which are attended by children and young
people from SGHs state that the preparatory process lasted about
three months after the children arrived in a small group homes. Two
persons from school regularly visited the SGH, worked with children
and prepared them for school, participated in workshops and further
training and, together with the employees of SGH, made plans of
inclusion in the education system.

Enrollment
In the part of the questionnaire related to the process of inclusion
into the educational system, we were interested who launches the
enrollment of children placed in institutions and small group homes in
the education system and how a school is selected for a child.
Local government unit keeps records and notifies the school and
parents or guardians of children who are old enough to enrol and
who are enrolled in school. A parent or guardian chooses a school for
a child, submits the required documentation, the school organises
an examination of a child’s readiness for school.
Children from vulnerable social groups can be enrolled in schools
without the necessary documentation.26

26 Article 98 of the Law on foundations of education system
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Initiative for admission of a child who lives in a residential institution
comes exclusively from social care institutions in which the child is
placed. All institutions indicated that an institution or a small group
home initiates enrollment of children in school by informing the
guardianship authority and enrollment into the selected school is
agreed. The most common method is that the institution informs the
guardian that a child has reached a school age.
Guardian is required to ensure protection, raising, upbringing and
education of the minor beneficiary and to ensure his/her training for
independent living as soon as possible.27
Except in one case, representatives of institutions report that
guardians do not show an active interest or an initiative for child’s
education. Although representatives of institutions believe that in
most cases they have good communication with social work centres
as the guardianship authorities, they also point out that the guardians
were insufficiently engaged and that their participation is reduced to
merely signing of various permits and approvals.
We were interested in whether the institutions had situations where
a child is denied enrollment in a special school. Only one institution
stated that children had been rejected for admission on two occasions.
The reason for the rejection was the school’s assessment that the
child needed greater support than the school was able to provide at
that time, and that the child was maladjusted, that they were unable
to respond to the challenges in the behaviour of the child to have
medical personnel. The institution stated that it was important to
them to establish an agreement with the school, because cooperation
with the school should be long-lasting, and in that situation an audit
opinion of inter-sectoral committee was requested after which the
child is enrolled in school. Other institutions that participated in the
research stated that they did not have any cases of refusal to enrol a
child.
Schools for children with disabilities report that there was no refusal
to enrol children from residential institutions. However, one school
mentioned that they do not accept children that cannot move
27 Article 136, paragraph 1 of the Family law, Official gazette of the Republic of
Serbia, number 18/2005, 72/2011 – other laws and 6/2015
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independently, because they do not have the conditions due to
architectural inaccessibility and estimates that they “do not have
expertise for this”.

Selection of a school for child
A parent or a guardian chooses a school in which the child will be
enrolled and files an application with the chosen school. The school
is obliged to enrol every child from the school district but, in line
with its possibilities, it can also enrol a child from other schools’
district.28
All children from institutions that participated in the research
attend primary schools for children with disabilities. Representatives
of institutions report that they had cooperation with these schools
even before, that they were contacted by the schools or established
communication through their colleagues of special education
teachers who work in schools, and some institutions have signed
protocols on cooperation with schools for education of children with
disabilities. In smaller towns, usually there is only one school for
children with disabilities so that school was a “logical choice”, while
in larger cities, schools were not selected by proximity, i.e. from the
same area as the institution, but by the ability to provide the necessary
support and conditions for education, according to the employees in
the institutions.
It is noteworthy that the number of schools in which children from
large residential institutions is enrolled is very limited, namely the
total of a dozen or so schools in three cities. Schools point out that,
at the time of enrollment, they visit institutions, present their work
and inform them about the number of free places for children from
institutions. After choosing a school, professional teams from the
institution and the school make the selection of children to attend
school. Here is a more detailed description from the expert team of
an institution on enrollment of children in school:

28 Article 98 of the Law on foundations of education system, Official gazette of
the Republic of Serbia, number 72/2009, 52/2011, 55/2013, 35/2015 – authentic
interpretation and 68/2015
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The institution receives from the special school the number of places
provided for the following school year to enrol children from the
institution. Institution’s expert team carries out initial assessment.
For example, if there are 18 children who are not enrolled in school,
and the school says that they can accommodate only three requests
for enrollment in this school year then a joint meeting is held with
the school, risk assessment s carried out and decision is made based
on the assessment by special educator and carers. If children are
not covered by the education system, an opinion is requested from
the ISC. All special educators in the institution are assigned to do an
assessment and propose children that are fit for school. The initial
assessment is followed by the expert team conclusion, whereupon
the views are harmonised. Next, a meeting is held with the school,
a child is introduced to the school’s team and thus a number of
children to be enrolled is obtained.
All the other [beneficiaries] who are very
motivated attend school when there is place for
them to attend. They know that the plan is to
enrol them in school. All those who do not attend.
They see that other kids go to school, but they do
not. They do not go because currently there is no
place for them. (An institution employee)
We were interested in why cooperation and communication have not
been established with regular schools, which are far more numerous in
the local community29. Initiatives for enrollment of children in regular
schools are very rare and we received data on the cases of enrollment
of children with disabilities in regular schools only from small group
homes, but not from large residential institutions. Employees in
a small group home allege that they tried to enrol their children in
regular schools, “however, there were individual education plans and
all that so we mostly opted for a special school”.
But those were kids with really severe multiple
disabilities suffering from the consequences of
long-term institutionalisation and even isolation.
29 There are over 200 primary schools in places covered by the research in which
homes for children and youth with disabilities and small residential communities
are situated.
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So there really was no room for enrollment into
a regular school. So it took a great, how can I
say, a great effort to even put them in a special,
special school because they were saying “this
case is not even for us.” (A school employee and
a former ISC member).
An institution’s expert team states that in cooperation with the expert
team of the school for children with disabilities they estimated that
it was the best for children to attend that school without trying or
thinking about enrolling them in a regular school, because this was
“a lot better for the children and they would benefit more from being
schooled by the professionals who are educated, rather than (regular)
teachers who are lost in such situations.“
Social protection institutions’ estimates on the capacities and
capabilities of mainstream schools are mainly based on negative
attitudes towards inclusive education and assumptions that regular
schools cannot provide the answers on the scope of support necessary
for children with disabilities in institutional care. It should be noted
that these estimates are generally not based on experience but on
bias and regular schools’ presumed lack of capacities.
Very negative attitudes towards inclusive education were also
expressed.
Inclusion is a mess. This is a crime against children,
and be free to quote me on this. (An institution
director)
Three inclusive children in the classroom ruin the
class.
An institution’s expert team stated that, based on the information
from parents of children with disabilities who are educated in schools
also attended by children from institutions, most parents think that
regular schools cannot provide a good stimulation, that children will
not be adequately taken care of, that they even fear for the safety
of the child in these circumstances, that they believe that it is better
when children are among their own kind, because there is less chance
for condemnation and discrimination of any kind. They believe that
conditions are not in place for inclusion of children with disabilities in
regular education system in terms of the degree of necessary support
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for the children from institutions to have a safe and stimulating
environment to ensure that their social and academic needs are met.
However, such statements are not the result of direct experience but
of existing stereotypes and resistance to inclusive education.
Create a policy, enable this, but then you also
have to create a possibility to put it into practice.
Because until this happens, nothing will change.
(An institution employee).
And what do the schools say?
Given that children with disabilities from large residential institutions
do not attend regular schools, focus groups were conducted in regular
schools in places with institutions or small group homes. School
employees that participated in the focus groups have experience
in schooling of children without parental care who live in homes
or children with disabilities who are in foster families or biological
families. We asked the participants of the focus groups to comment
on the institution’s allegation that regular schools were not ready to
enroll their beneficiaries.
Well, none of us was ready at the beginning. And
somehow we all found a way by hook or by crook
in the beginning. Writing Individual Education
Plan – in the beginning we struggled – we could
spend three and a half hours writing, and in the
end we would come up with nothing. Now it is
much easier, we got better at it.
Focus group participants believe that school has a legal obligation
to enrol children regardless of disability or the fact that they live in
an institution, but that they believe that there are cases of rejection,
although this should not be happening. They also say that they know
that some schools try to avoid this obligation and refer institutions to
other schools that already have experience in the inclusion of children
from the institution justifying this action with their colleagues’ bigger
experience. When it comes to the provision of education in a particular
school, they find that homes should be advocates of the rights of
children.
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They [regular school] are prepared if the necessary
support is provided. For example, if you need
a ramp if a child uses a wheelchair, and you do
not have it at school, then you’re in trouble. Or, if
child needs assistance in terms of using toilet and
the like, and you do not have that person, then
you are in trouble again. So, if you provide all the
necessary support, then there is no problem.

Assessment of needs for additional
support – inter-sectoral commission
Children are enrolled in schools for education of students with
disabilities based on the opinion of an inter-sectoral commission
to assess the needs for additional educational, health and social
support to the student, with the consent of a parent/guardian.
Law on the Foundation of Education System provides that, in the
process of testing a child who is enrolled in school, the school can
determine the need for the adoption of individual education plan
or additional support for education. If additional support requires
funding, assessment of additional support needs is done by the
municipal inter-sectoral commission. After that, school sends a
written request to the founder to finance additional support.
Before or during enrollment in schools, institutions organise an
assessment of needs for additional support before the Inter-sectoral
Commission (ISC). In establishment of inter-sectoral commission,
institutions have had difficulties in clarifying whether the needs
assessment should be done before the commission in the municipality
where the institution is located, or in the municipality where the
child is originally from. According to their place of residence, most
of beneficiaries of homes for children and youth with disabilities are
from municipalities outside the districts where the homes are located
(71.2%), of whom half are children and young people (48.5%)30. In
some cases, a home organised visits of ISC members from other
municipalities to the institution in order to avoid waiting to receive
opinions from the home municipality or, for example, in agreement
30 Report on the Activities of Institutions for Care of Children and Youth in 2014,
the Republic Institute for Social Protection, Belgrade, 2015
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with the guardianship authority, assessment is made on the territory
of the municipality where the home is located if there were difficulties
in direct communication with the guardians or ISC in the home
municipality. The guardian always signs a request for assessment of
additional support needs regardless of whether assessment process
is initiated by the school or home. Institutions point out that in the
course of this process they did not experience problems in obtaining
guardian’s consent but that guardian’s involvement in this process is
insufficient and reduced merely to a signature.
Employees in all homes and small residential communities with
whom we talked reported that they were actively involved in the
needs assessment before the Inter-sectoral Commission. When asked
whether this meant that these were temporary members of the ISC,
most of them did not know for sure because, as stated, they were not
familiar with inter-sectoral commission’s work process.
Employees in small group homes say that one of them is always
involved in assessment of child’s needs, and that members of the ISC
respect the opinion of experts and educators from SGH, who give
their assessment of a child and provide written documentation.
But these are children and young people with
severe diagnoses, so there were no great
dilemmas. They [members of the ISC] listen,
acknowledge, or simply they are experts in this
regard, but we need to follow their opinions (An
SGH employee).
Unlike social protection institutions, half of the schools for children
with disabilities state that they did not participate in a child’s needs
assessment before the ISCs at all or that in some cases the teacher was
present but did not participate in the assessment, or that the school
only sends written documentation. Employees in some schools believe
that there should be better communication between ISCs and special
schools and cited as a problem that they are not mandatory members
of ISC. The other half of schools stated that they were involved in the
assessment of needs for additional support and were very pleased with
their involvement and cooperation. In one town difficulties occurred
in the functioning of the Commission, which has been inactive for a
long time so that the children were enrolled in a school for education
of children with disabilities without ISC’s opinion and, at one point, ISC
members “conducted a review” in the school for fifteen children.
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This means that it is better that a child is in the
system, for the period of six, sometimes eight
months, sometimes a year. And that the child
does not lose valuable time. (School employee)

School attendance and classes
All institutions report that children stay in school every day and have
as many classes as scheduled (four to five classes). One school where
children from a small residential community are schooled reports that
children attend school every day, but that schedule is not standard and
that children can go from one to another teacher if they wish to do so.
“They are moving, if an activity is carried out with
another teacher, a child is more interested in that
activity, he/she can join this group. Some children
do not want to do this, so they mostly stay with
one teacher.”
One institution states that in the first year when children started
school, instructional time was significantly shorter in some schools,
but they were told that this was due to lack of staff, because suddenly
there were many more children. They believe that it was not an
adaptation period because the adaptation was carried out before the
start of the school. However, they point out that situation got better
with every following year and that children from institutional care had
began to stay in school for four or five hours.
One institution organised home schooling i.e. teaching in the home.
There are a total of five classes, each with five, six and seven children in
a class, and the staff report that home schooling has a clear structure
and timetable, but the duration of each class and dynamics is adapted
to a child’s capacities and needs.
Institutions mostly state that children are in classes with other
children from other families or other homes, and that the number of
students per class varies from two to nine students. A small number
of students per class is considered an advantage, because it is possible
to combine and adapt teaching and direct the activities depending on
the child’s needs.
However, we have learned in two schools that children from homes
were instructed in special classes in special schools and that there
were even classes with only two students, both from home.
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Individual Education Plan
When it comes to the process and the quality of education of children
in residential housing, we were interested in whether plans for
individualisation or individual education plans (IEP) were made for
the children, whether anybody from the institution was involved in
preparation and revision of the IEP and how parents or guardians
participate in the process. Hereinafter we present legal obligations
and the steps in identifying needs and developing individual education
plans, then description of the process how it is done in practice, and
responses obtained from social care institutions and schools for
education of students with disabilities.
In examination of a child for school enrollment, a school can assess
the need for adoption of individual educational plan.
STEP 1: educator, teacher, or expert associate follows the
development and progress of the child/student in the course of the
learning and development of skills for learning, social development,
development of communication and independence. If the progress
monitoring process shows that the child is not achieving the
expected outcomes of education, data collection is initiated, to
compile the necessary documentation to provide appropriate
support to education.
STEP 2: Data collection is used to create a pedagogical profile
STEP 3: Access to removing physical and communication barriers
(individualised work mode)
STEP 4: If the previous adjustment and removal of physical and
communication barriers have not led to the realisation of the
general outcomes of education, an individual education plan (IEP)
is developed.
STEP 5: Professional team for inclusive education initiates a
proposal for establishing the right to an IEP and informs the parent
or guardian
STEP 6: A parent or guardian gives consent for making of the IEP
STEP 7: IEP is developed pursuant to the child’s educational needs.
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STEP 8: Adoption of the IEP with a modified curriculum and adapted
to specific standards of achievement is preceded by adoption,
implementation and evaluation of IEP with the customised
curriculum, as well as the opinion of the inter-sectoral commission
for assessing the need for additional education, health and social
support for the child and student.31
All children from institutions that participated in the survey are
educated pursuant to individual education plans with a modified
curriculum, or customised standards of achievement (i.e. 2 or IEP
Step 8 from the abovetable). Except in a few cases that homes cited,
this type of IEP is immediately drafted without a prior adjustment
and removal of physical and communication barriers and without
drafting, implementation and evaluation of IEP with customised
curricula. When the needs assessment is done before ISC at the time
when children are enrolled in special schools the need for creating IEP
2 are immediately assessed.
Employees in all homes report that they are actively involved in the
drafting, monitoring and reviewing of the IEP. All assess that the
cooperation with the school in this process is good. One institution
reports that sometimes they do not agree with the reports of experts
from the school, but consider it necessary to give priority to the people
who develop and implement IEP to see, based on monitoring of the
child, whether such support will lead to progress and improvement.
The process of making IEP mainly involves teachers, but they are
often not members of the support team even though the schools
claim that they exchange information about children with teachers
on a daily basis.
Employees in small group homes and schools attended by children from
SGH state that the teachers are involved in the development and revision
of IEP. However, they also state that teachers are formally members of
the IEP team, but that they do not attend the meetings, nor participate
in writing of the IEP; instead, they submit their opinion in writing.
They [staff from SGH] submit their opinion in
writing – what they expect that the student
achieves in this year. We mostly adhere to
that. In addition, education-wise we are best
31 Articles 3-9 of the Rulebook on instructions for determining needs for individual
educational plan, its application and assessment, Official gazette of the Republic of
Serbia, number 76/2010
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informed about what they can achieve. Their
work is different, ours is different, and of course
their opinion and their desires are included in the
IEP. Also we naturally involve a psychologist.
So, we do not work together, we in school work
independently, but we respect their opinions. (A
school employee)
In this process as well, employees in social protection and education
institutions report that they do not have problems with obtaining
a consent for preparation and revision of IEP from the guardians,
but that there is no active participation on the guardian’s part. One
institution states that some guardians “have transferred that part
of the right to give consent to the creation of IEP to the institution,
but IEP is always given to guardians upon request. Guardians rarely
give their opinion on what is written in the IEP”. Also, when it comes
to children living in foster care, it has been repeatedly reported that
schools seek and receive approval for the creation of IEP form foster
parents rather than from guardians.

Transportation
Local government unit’s budget provides funds for transportation of
children and persons who accompany them in order to attend preschool program at the distance of more than two kilometres, primary
school pupils for the distance greater than four kilometres from the
school; transport, accommodation and meals for children and
students with disabilities, regardless of the distance of residence
from the school.32
Local governments are obliged to take measures with a view to make
the physical environment, buildings, public areas and transport
accessible to persons with disabilities.33
All institutions have indicated that transport of children to and from
school is a serious problem, which they are trying to solve in different
ways. They know that the local governments are obliged to cover the
32 Article 159, paragraph 2, point 4 of the Law on foundation of education system
33 Article 33 of the Law on preventing discrimination against persons with disabilities

35

costs of transport, but some managers state that they “cannot impose
that obligation on the local self-government”. This is an interesting
attitude, especially if one takes into account that the obligation of
local governments is “imposed” by the law itself, and it is unclear
where the problem arises and what causes the problem. There are
doubts whether the transportation costs are to be borne by the local
government in whose territory the institution is located or the local
government of the place of the child’s origins.

Architectural barriers
Removal of physical and communication barriers (individualized
mode) in an institution is achieved through:
1) adaptation of space and conditions in which the activity takes
place in a pre-school facility, or instruction in a school (removal
of physical barriers, creation of additional and specific types of
activities, making a special schedule of activities, etc.).
2) adaptation of work methodology, teaching aids and learning
materials, especially when introducing new content, ways of
assigning tasks, monitoring the speed and tempo of progress, the
manner in which content is adopted, assessment of knowledge,
organization of learning, setting up rules of behaviour and
communication.34
Discrimination on the basis of disability is prohibited in terms of
availability of services and access to facilities for public use and
public areas. Buildings intended for public use are: facilities in the
field of education, health, social protection, culture, sports, tourism
and facilities that are used for environmental protection, protection
from natural disasters and the like.35
Institutions state that schools are architecturally inaccessible to
children with physical disabilities and children who are wheelchair
users. One school, for example, stated that they had never refused
34 Article 4 of the Rulebook on instructions for determining needs for individual
educational plan, its application and assessment, Official gazette of the Republic of
Serbia, number 76/2010
35 Article 13, paragraph 1 and 3 of the Law on prevention of discrimination against
persons with disabilities
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to enrol a child, but that they do not receive children who are
wheelchair users due to the lack of architectural adaptation of the
school. As a difficulty, all institutions cited architectural inaccessibility
of schools, transport and general inaccessibility of public spaces in
the local community, but also the need to adapt furniture or seating
arrangements in the classroom to the needs of the child.
They do not have a desk and a chair and they
cannot follow on the board what is being done
in class. So we said: “Put the mats in, customise
the space to them.” (Employee in a home on
the agreement with the school to adapt the
environment)
Respondents cited several examples where schools or home selfadapted environment for children, if the funds are not provided.
For example, this includes customising seating arrangement in a
classroom, placing partition walls to have more classrooms, chair
adjustments (according to employees “improvisation and adaptation
in the school itself”), and so on.

Providing additional support
In terms of providing additional support, this study has revealed a lack
of understanding of what additional support means and how it can be
secured on one hand, but also organisational and financial difficulties
of the other.
Most institutions have difficulties when it comes to necessary
additional support for a child who is under the direct guardianship
of persons employed in a centre for social work in municipalities
outside the territory of the institution. They state that few social
work centres were interested, but they believe that functioning of
social work centres was the key problem, not recruitment of skilled
workers. Residence of the child is an obstacle in the provision and
financing of additional support. The home municipality in which a
child resides should fund immediate additional support for the child,
but in practice this is often not implemented for various reasons
(insufficient engagement of guardians, poor financial situation of the
parent municipality, lack of understanding of the whole process and
lack of cooperation).
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All institutions and almost all schools cite the need for engagement
of personal assistants for children, as well as difficulties in provision
and financing of that support. Different models of engagement of
assistants have been presented, from hiring young people from
different professions through the National Employment Service,
organised involvement of volunteers and additional engagement of
employees in the institution, to list only a few. Schools also stress the
need for engagement of teaching assistants. In one school, attended
by children from a small group home, school employees report that
they have enough experts on staff, that they can provide all the
necessary support and that they do not need teaching or personal
assistants. For example, if you need to take the child to the toilet, one
teacher goes and the other stays in the classroom.
There are also doubts about the types of services and additional
support for children in institutional care. For example, an expert team
in an institution said that they were looking for personal assistants
for children who go to school, but were told that personal assistants
could be only assigned to children who live in families.
All institutions and schools state that children can use additional
support provided by the school if so stated in the ISC opinion, including
the services of speech therapists, psychologists and psychomotor reeducators.
All students included in this study have free textbooks and school
supplies, as well as free lunches at school.

Child’s progress after he/she starts school
The aim of the individual educational plan is to achieve optimal
involvement of children and pupils into regular educational work
and their progress and independence in a collective of their peers.36
We asked professional teams from institutions and schools to
assess the progress of children from residential institutions that are
enrolled in schools in three areas: a) learning b) independence, and
c) socialisation. Although we had not developed a set of instruments
by which we evaluated and measured progress, we asked for their
36 Article 1 of the Rulebook on instructions for determining needs for individual
educational plan, its application and assessment, Official gazette of the Republic of
Serbia, number 76/2010
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professional opinion on the progress of children with a set of additional
questions and urging to give concrete examples.
All respondents agree that the greatest progress has been made
in the area of socialisation. However, they increasingly mentioned
inclusion activities and not a concrete description of the child’s progress.
Descriptions are reduced to the listing of joint activities with other
children from school, for example, attending events, joint classes of
music, art, physical education, etc. However, the fact that they have a
shared activity with other children from school is not at the same time
an indicator of socialisation. What were noticeable in this area are
different standards set for children with disabilities, especially children
in institutional care. Coming out of the institution, going to school,
staying in school with other children and teachers, is considered a
kind of socialisation when it comes to children from institutions.
Children experience school as a reward, a way
out of the institution, involvement in a different
community. When told that they would not go to
school they experience this as a punishment. (A
doctor from an institution).
Employees in schools attended by children from small group homes
estimate that “enormous progress” was made compared to the period
when the children came to SGH. They estimate that the greatest
progress was made in the area of socialisation for all children. They
were in a closed institution, and now they go on day trips, shopping,
their life is totally different, they have their own wardrobe, their
obligations, they follow events in the city and the teachers or educators
take them to various activities.
In any case, their progress is huge. Three years
ago, when they arrived, it was ... not to say
horrible, but it was really hard. Now they know
that a class is 45 minutes long, they know when
we take breaks. They know their place, their
place in the yard. We have no problem – they
never refuse to do something, they socialise well
with other children. When we have a gathering,
they come alone, they know ... When progress is
concerned, I think it is visible. (School employee)
Employees in small group homes primarily highlight the progress
in the field of independence. They are aware that the transition for
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children from large residential institutions to SGH was a big change
and a major breakthrough and they say that children have made a
major progress since.
It was quite an experience to watch them go
out, feeling grass, wind, rain, snow ...They were
completely dependent. Now, after three years,
they have made a big progress. Some still need
help of a nurse, but in general, they have made
quite a progress. When they arrived, only one
child knew how to hold a spoon, and now they
all know how to use it. All the children came
with feeding bottles and pacifiers and in less
than two months they began to use spoons.
They did not know how to chew or swallow food.
They were moving, but some children with more
difficulty. So, at the beginning they needed help
with dressing, feeding, hygiene, and now they
are much more independent. They know how
to dress, they know where the bathroom or
playroomis, living room ...
They think that progress is visible and that it is very important that
children go to school because this is where they were first introduced
to some geometric bodies, held pens and crayons, and that the school
has a great influence on their socialisation as they learn the rules of
behaviour in a group and in a public place.
The domain of children gaining their independence after they
start school has been recognised in an institution which, when
the kids started school several years ago, had about 50 volunteers
who provided assistance in escorting and supporting the children.
Today, two employees of the institution take children to school in
an organised transportation, because the children have acquired
experience in going to school, they have learned how to do this, so it
is not necessary to accompany them.
When it comes to progress in the field of learning, all respondents
were more reserved and only report that the progress was made “in
accordance with their capabilities.” Only one school reports longterm institutionalisation, neglect in the institution and lack of prior
work with children as reasons for the limited progress. They find that
valuable time was lost and that the situation would probably have
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been significantly better had the children left the home and had they
been included in the school at an earlier age. Social protection and
education institutions employees believe that progress in learning
varies from child to child, and that “some of the children have made
a progress, and some none at all.”School employees state that, in
relation to the type and level of school assignment difficulties, some
children make progress and some stagnate. Additionally they have
explained to us that actually no child has been stagnating; instead
they explain that “a child’s development has been completed.” As
for learning and acquiring some habits, they believe that “what has
been adopted has been adopted” and that more than what has been
achieved cannot be done.
Both schools and institutions believe that children with disabilities
fare better in schools for education for children with disabilities,
because there are fewer children in class thus it is easier to organise
individual work with a child. It is noticeable that the focus is on different
therapeutic types of support, such as speech therapy, psychomotor
exercises and work with a psychologist. Without assessment of the
quality or character of individual and therapeutic work, it is clear that,
when it comes to children in institutional care, learning process takes
second place.
We note that this area needs further research with development of
concrete instruments for monitoring and describing progress in the
domains of learning, independence and socialisation.
Respondents from institutions commonly describe cooperation with
schools as fair and satisfactory. All respondents from the institutions
where children are included in the education system note the
importance of inclusion process, the progress the children make
and the development of cooperation. The institution describes the
inclusion of children in the education system as a learning curve for all
stakeholders, a period of adjustment, finding new solutions, gaining a
better understanding of children, etc.
The school was getting accustomed to our
children and we were all learning and starting
together. Because they had a completely different
category of children. They were really shocked.
But working together we managed to overcome
obstacles. Because we also help them with some
advice. (An institution employee)
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Difficulties in including children with disabilities
who are at residential care in the education system
Although in the interviews with experts from social protection and
education institutions, we identified the problems and situations in
different regions that children face when enrolling school, we were
interested in their opinions as to what the biggest difficulties were for
inclusion of children with disabilities from residential care facilities in
the education system. Experts have given different answers and a few
difficulties have been pointed out several times from institution’s angle:
•• P
 rovision and financing of transportation for children, including
adequate means of transport
•• P
 roviding personal assistants and funding of this type of
additional support at the local level.
The largest number of respondents believes that personal assistants
are necessary for children to engage in any form of education,
especially for inclusion in mainstream primary schools.
If every child had a personal assistant, but they do
not, so the teacher is left to her/his own devices.
(An institution employee)
In one institution it is believed that children with developmental
disabilities cannot be included in education even if they all had
assistants.
Representatives of homes for children and youth with disabilities have
reported some significant obstacles. Primarily, a school’s ability to
respond to a child’s health problems, or the need that medical person
(from home) stays at the school to change the child’s clothes and take
care of possible treatments or situations where school staff assess that
children show heightened levels of aggressiveness. One institution
reports that a school insisted that a child who has epilepsy and who is
frequently hospitalised does not attend the school so eventually, that
child was taken out of the school. Also, institutions report that schools
informed them that they would not accept children who wear diapers
so a nurse from the institution resides in the school during classes.
Although some schools have employed medical staff, experience of
most of the institutions is that nurses from home stay at the school
every day.
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All institutions cite insufficient involvement of social welfare centres
i.e. the need for more frequent visits and support from experts from
social welfare centres, as well as that guardians become actively
involved in a child’s educational process. They wonder whether they
even know how many children go to school and what is done for them,
other than just giving consent to the registration and assessment
before the Inter-sectoral Commission.
Institution’s expert teams (three out of four who participated in the
survey), report that children themselves, that is, their type and level
of disability, pose a difficulty to the inclusion in education as well
as the fact that children, according to the employees, “do not have
sufficiently developed or fully developed speech (ability), are entirely
dependent on someone else’s care and help, do not control sphincters,
are aggressive, have variable moods and endanger the safety of other
children in the school.”
In this category, in cases of severe and profound
mental retardation, it is difficult to implement
a school curriculum, even if it is an individual
curriculum, as it is now called in the schools.
(Employee in an institution)
Employees in one institution stated that they had not considered
introduction of different forms of education (e.g. distance learning),
because they believed that children had “serious and severe
retardation” so for them education is not possible.
It is very interesting, however, that our interlocutors from small group
homes said that they had not encountered difficulties in enrollment
and ensuring continuity of education of their beneficiaries. Agreement
with the school, the additional support needs assessment, cooperation
and communication with the school, as well as involvement of social
welfare centres were evaluated as very successful and positive.
However, it should be stressed once more that inclusion in the
educational system, training and cooperation were the terms of
reference during the implementation of the institution transformation
project.
In addition to providing transportation and funding additional support
that all respondents have identified as a difficulty, the next important
barrier that schools for education of children with disabilities point out
is “the type of the child’s developmental disability.” So, for example,
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they report that there were no problems with registration of children
with sensory and motor disabilities, but the situation is different
when it comes to children with intellectual disabilities. They find that
regular schools do not have sufficient number of qualified staff who
would work with such child, citing lack of time for individual work.
They estimate that children with intellectual disabilities firstly require
individual and then group work. Some schools also list children’s “skills
and capabilities “to attend school.
[Residents of homes] have no motivation, i.e.
desire to get involved in the education system.
(Employed at the school for children with
disabilities)
In several schools the child’s age is listed as a difficulty for inclusion in
the educational system, i.e. the fact that many children in homes have
overgrown the age for enrollment in the school. On the other hand,
schools attended by children from small residential communities,
most of whom were enrolled in school for the first time at the age of
14, 15 or more, believe that the delayed school enrollment poses an
obstacle for the child’s further progress, because nobody had worked
with these children in institutions so they suffer from the consequences
of long-term institutionalisation. Employees of the schools that have
experience in education of children from small group homes generally
agree that early inclusion of these children in the education system is
crucial.
I have the impression that it was too late for
these children and that, these children were
simply left in these institutions where only their
basic, in fact, existential, needs were satisfied
and that the children do not get much more than
that there. Only once when they are taken out of
these large institutions and when they arrive here
in more humane conditions, only then could we
start with some work in the field of education...
Employees in regular schools also give varied answers when identifying
the greatest difficulties for inclusion of children with disabilities from
homes in education system. All respondents cited insufficient services
such as teaching assistants, personal companions, organised
transport, that is, lack of financial resources. This applies not
only to children from institutions, but in general to children with
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disabilities, regardless of whether they live in a residential care or
family environment. Most of the schools that participated in the
focus groups have long-standing relationships with institutions that
had until recently been homes for children without parental care, but
now these homes house more and more children with disabilities.
We highlight a few difficulties in everyday functioning and ensuring
the continuity of education, cited by focus group participants from
mainstream schools:
Irregular attendance
If children do not attend regular classes, responses that the school
receives from the home are we cannot force them, we are an opentype institution, if they want to go, they can. They believe that the
staff at institution behaves as if they are just a stopover for children.
It happens that a school addressed the issue of non-attendance with
a home, and that the home replies that the school should record
unattended classed as unjustified. One school says that once they got
a letter from home in advance that for one specific child, all classes
in which the child fails to appear, should be marked as unjustified
absence until the end of the school year.
Frequent changes of accommodation and lack of continuity of support
for a child
The child goes from home to another, than from
that home to a third home [...] So then we simply
lose someone for a while because we do not
know, they do not know, then we need some time
to see and examine but during that time the child
has already gone somewhere else.
Some schools cite that they do not have any permanent agreements
with the staff from institutions and often get answers like “do not
worry, he will leave anyway.”
The lack of documentation and initial information about the child
Nearly all focus group participants highlighted the lack of initial
information about the child as the difficulty in organising education of
children with disabilities, regardless of whether the child is in a foster
home or in a residential home. School employees report that they are
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often confused and do not know how to respond, as they were given
no information about a child. They find that prior information about
a child is very important in order to know what to expect and how to
respond in specific situations. If an IEP for a child is to be written, it is
necessary to have more support and cooperation from institution staff
that could provide information about the child. Information come to
them indirectly, often even accidentally, mainly because they do not
have meetings nor agreements with centres for social work, and they
obtain initial information from children’s foster parents, educators
and expert team of the institution, or “only the information that they
already have.”They cited the cases when children start school without
almost anybody knowing anything about them, or when a child did not
even have a copy of birth certificate, or when children were assigned a
name by court on arrival at institution, or when they did not have the
information which class the child attended, how successful the child
was in a previous school if he/she attended the school, which foreign
language the child was taught, and that sometimes they do not even
have basic medical information.
One teacher described the situation where she was a homeroom
teacher of a student who had behavioural problems, and that only
when, in their eighth grade, she took him for a field trip, somebody
from home “handed her” bottles with drugs – the boy was taking
nine different drugs. She never found out what kind of drugs those
were, why the child was taking them and she felt that this was very
important, not in the sense of knowing the exact diagnosis but simply
to know how to behave in a certain situation.
Also, teachers often noticed that children were showing the symptoms
of slowness and drowsiness, and they believe that these children were
treated with certain medications.
Additional difficulties that regular schools recognised that rather fall
under the domain of system support and attitudes towards children
with disabilities are:
A large number of students in class
You simply find yourself there, so now you have
to cope with the children, so what do you do. And
you have, personally to me the biggest problem is
that I have too many children and for them this
cannot – I do not understand how we can count
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someone in twos or threes? Do we want to work
in the way that the child has a full attention so
that he/she can advance or we only tend to work
to satisfy the form, and just give out papers that
students finished the class. There are so many
classes that covering regular curriculum is simply
unfeasible, and children in the regular curriculum
are simply not all equal ... I mean, none of us, at
least I have not yet met someone who wants to
isolate these children but the biggest problem is
that I have 25 students and I simply cannot check
how much each knows to just give them grades,
let alone give assignments to each individually.
In this context they report that it is necessary to engage teaching
assistants. One focus group emphasised that “every child with
disabilities MUST have an assistant.”
In addition, they cite some children’s potential, namely abilities and
others’ behaviour.
What is missing is his potential. He cannot do it.

Support needed to include children with
developmental disabilities in the education system
Given the large number of difficulties which social care and education
institutions cited as obstacles or aggravating circumstances for
inclusion of children in institutional care in the education system, we
were interested to see what kind of specific support is needed to their
institution to promote the inclusion of children with disabilities in the
education system.
Social care institutions and small group homes quote funding as the
basic support, particularly funding of transportation and personal
assistants.
Only one institution and one small group home responded that what
was needed was an improvement of professional competencies and
capacity building of professionals working with children. They state
that SGH employees were ready for any novelties, that they are
accepting of change and strive to keep up pace with any changes.
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They find that training is necessary for them and for employees in
education.
Also, only one institution responded that the support that was
necessary was to have an understanding of the child’s rights and the
flexibility of education and social protection system.
Schools for children with disabilities cite that support was necessary
in:
•• Assistive technology
•• Flow of information and databases
•• Teaching tools
•• Funding
When asked whether they estimate that special schools staff needs
additional training, no school said that there was a need for training
and professional development, and most of them believe that
employees are sufficiently and adequately trained to work with
children with disabilities. However, in a conversation with them about
a greater coverage of children with disabilities in institutions, school
staff often cite “lack of training” to work with children with severe
disabilities.
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Discrimination
and Violence
Serbia does not have a legal definition of child, but research and other
documents mainly use the definition from the Convention on the
Rights of the Child quoting that a child is any person under 18 years old.
Most modern societies prescribe special protection of children, given
that their very age is what makes children more vulnerable. There
are other circumstances why some children constitute additionally
vulnerable and marginalised groups – some personal characteristics,
life circumstances, situations in which they find themselves etc. For
example, if a child has a disability, if they belong to a national or ethnic
minority, if a child is in conflict with the law or without parental care,
it is clear that that child will be in a less favourable position than other
children.

On Causes and Consequences of Discrimination
In order to realistically examine the situation of children from
marginalised groups, it is necessary to consider some inter-sectoral
issues that greatly affect their lives and that lie in the root of their
exclusion and marginalisation. Discrimination and violence are
certainly cross-cutting issues, i.e. inter-sectoral problems, which
firstly must be understood and then properly addressed.
Discrimination is any unwarranted differentiation or unequal
treatment, or omission (exclusion, restriction or preference), in
relation to individuals or groups as well as their family members
or persons close to them, be it overt or covert, which is based on
race, skin colour, ancestry, citizenship, nationality or ethnic origin,
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language, religious or political beliefs, gender, gender identity,
sexual orientation, financial status, birth, genetic characteristics,
health, disability, marital and family status, previous convictions,
age, appearance, membership in political, trade union or other
organisations and other real or presumed personal traits (Law
Against Discrimination, “Off. Gazette of RS”, no. 22/2009)
Discrimination is a very old social phenomenon that only modern
societies have recognised as unacceptable behaviour and have paid
attention to. The principle of equality of people has been developed
since the second half of the 20th century, and this is one of the most
important moral and legal principles. According to the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, all people have equal dignity and rights,
which means that they are equal. For this important principle to be
exercised in real life, it is necessary to ban any form of discrimination,
and Serbia has joined the countries that attach great importance to
combating discrimination and achieving equality, through efforts to
respect and apply the highest international standards in this area.37
Nonetheless, despite the fact that Serbia has established a good
legal framework, discrimination is widespread in many areas of social
life and certain social groups are particularly targeted.38 It should be
borne in mind that it is not enough just to ban certain behaviour as,
for example, discriminatory conduct is a part of our daily lives and
discriminatory behaviour are deeply rooted in people’s minds, and
most people do not recognise such behaviour as prohibited.
Discrimination is a dangerous social phenomenon, affecting a large
number of people and causing losses to society as a whole. The causes
of discrimination are stereotypes and prejudices, and in the roots of
stereotypes and prejudices lay ignorance, power, vulnerability/fear,
upbringing and conformism39. Bearing in mind that discrimination is
deeply rooted in prejudices that are present in a society, in addition
to the apparent unequal treatment, discrimination often takes forms
37 More information: Nevena Petrusic and Kosana Beker, Practicum for protection
against discrimination, Partners for Democratic Change Serbia and the Centre for
Alternative Dispute Resolution, Belgrade 2012th
38 See regular annual reports of the CPE, available at http://www.ravnopravnost.
gov.rs/sr/izve%C5%A1taji/izve%C5%A1taji
39 Quoted by: Aleksandra Vesic Antic, Discrimination as a social phenomenon,
Judicial civil protection from discrimination, Nevena Petrusic (h), the Commissioner
for Protection of Equality and Judicial Academy, Belgrade, 2012
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that are not easily discernible or recognisable. Discrimination can be
manifested in speech, behaviour and/or direct violation or deprivation
of rights40. Also, discrimination can be committed by acts or omissions
or by failure to take certain actions.
Discriminatory behaviour reinforces stereotypes and prejudices, leads
to social exclusion, stigmatisation and marginalisation, which means
that a person or a whole group is excluded from health, education,
social, political life and thus pushed to the margins of a society41.
All this, in certain situations, leads to violence against marginalised
groups.

Social
Exclusion
- stereotypes
- prejudice

- stigmatization
- marginalization

Discriminatory
behaviour

- human rights
denial
Violence

Discrimination against Children
Despite the fact that Serbia recognises the special status of children
and guarantees them special protection, one should not lose sight of
the fact that the concept of child’s rights has been introduced into our
legislation only ten years ago. It can be said that the view that children
are “property” of their parents is still is prevalent in our society, and
that parents/guardians make all decisions, mostly without a child’s
active participation. In public, there is still much debate about parents’
“right” to discipline a child and there is a very strong line of opponents
to the ban on corporal punishment of children.
As with adults, certain groups of children are at a greater risk of
discrimination. According to the results of the few studies on the
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
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attitudes and perceptions of discrimination in Serbia42, the most
discriminated groups are women, Roma population, persons with
disabilities, the poor, the elderly, and sexual minorities. This means
that women are at a disadvantage compared to men, the Roma
population compared to the majority population, persons with
disabilities compared to persons without disabilities etc. The situation
gets further complicated if we want to understand the position of
Roma women, bearing in mind that they face double discrimination –
on the basis of gender and on the basis of ethnicity. Furthermore, a big
problem arises when we try to perceive the position of an older, poor
Roma women with a disability because it is obvious that she is a victim
of multiple discrimination but the true extent of her marginalisation is
not easy to grasp.
The situation is similar with children because their age is only one in
a series of personal characteristics that make them more vulnerable
and put them at a greater risk of multiple discrimination. As with
adults, the situation is further complicated, that is, their position is
exacerbated if they belong to a marginalised group. Research and
data about discrimination against children in Serbia is sparse. In late
2013, the Commissioner for Protection of Equality took an initiative
and submitted a special Report on Discrimination against Children to
the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia.43 According to this
Report, which consolidates the CPE’s practical work with the results
of different studies and data from the state institutions’ and nongovernmental organisations reports, Roma children and children
with developmental disabilities are most exposed to discrimination
in Serbia. In terms of social relations sphere, children are most often
discriminated against in education in the way that educational
institutions do not take timely and adequate preventive measures,
and there is no adequate response once discrimination occurs44.
Roma children and children with disabilities face certain obstacles and
difficulties that are common to them when it comes to education –
they are often excluded from education or they attend special schools,
there were cases where parents of other children openly opposed to
these children attending school together with their children, they are
42 See the Study of the CPE, http://ravnopravnost.gov.rs/sr/istra%C5%BEivanja
43 Commissioner for Equality, a Special Report on Discrimination against Children
(2013), available at:http://ravnopravnost.gov.rs/images/files/Poseban%20
izvestaj%20o%20diskriminaciji%20dece_sa%20koricama.pdf
44 Ibid.
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often victims of bullying etc. Given that this study concerns children
with disabilities in institutions, here we note that the situation of Roma
children with disabilities in institutions is certainly worse than the
situation of other children with disabilities who are also in institutions.
This is the result of many prejudices that still exist in our society in
relation to the Roma population, as shown by a survey on the attitudes
of citizens and public authorities towards discrimination in Serbia45.
Although this was not the focus of our research, some prejudices
about the Roma national minority could still be observed. In our study,
one special school said that they are different from other schools
because their school has no Roma children, and as the reason for this
they stated that that part of town is not inhabited by Roma, while
other schools said that their school taught exclusively Roma children,
but that the school did not provide instruction in Roma language
because “our Roma people speak Serbian.” Finally, we should point
out that in one special school, when we asked about violence against
children, we received the following response: “Earlier in the school we
had a number of children with behavioural disorders. Now these children
are instructed in regular education, but “we got those children who are
really ours” so we have fewer cases of aggressive incidents [...] Earlier
there were Roma children who do not have disabilities. “Our kids were
practically abused by them.”

Discrimination against Children with Disabilities
It should be noted that when it comes to children with disabilities, many
prejudices and stereotypes regarding their abilities, needs and rights
continue to live. Although the number of children with disabilities who
are enrolled in regular schools is on the rise, problems exist on all levels
– from availability and accessibility in the broadest sense to provision
of adequate support that a child needs46. Some types of support that
require additional financial resources are not available to all children
who need support, because the funds for additional child support are
provided from the local government budget and depend on the funds
available to the local government. Lack of adequate support can lead
to serious consequences for the child, and this is an area that needs
to be regulated in due time, so that the education of children with
45 See the research of the CPE, http://ravnopravnost.gov.rs/sr/istra%C5%BEivanja
46 Commissioner for Protection of Equality, Special Report on Discrimination
Against Children (2013)
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disabilities who require additional support does not depend on their
place of residence or on the local government’s financial situation.
In addition, the CPE’s Special Report on Discrimination Against
Children noted that the practice of action upon complaints leads
to the conclusion that some teaching staff and the management of
educational institutions do not see the benefits of inclusive education,
those that see children with disabilities as an aggravating circumstance
in their work, and those who believe that no group of children benefits
from inclusive education.
Children with disabilities are at a disadvantage among children
without parental care or without appropriate parental care, and this
fact is corroborated by the data about overrepresentation of children
with disabilities in institutional care.
According to the data of the Minister of Labour, Employment, Veteran
and Social Affairs, in late 2015, 700 children were housed in the
institutions in Serbia, but the data does not specify how many of them
are children with disabilities47. It should be borne in mind that in some
cases children are separated from their family because the family does
not have the financial resources to support the needs of the child,
and the local community does not provide adequate services to help
families overcome the difficulties they are facing. In such situations, a
child is often placed in an institution which is located outside the child’s
and the family’s place of residence which greatly hinders the child’s
contact with the family and reduces the possibility of return to family
and community. One can draw a conclusion from the foregoing that
the problems that children with disabilities face in many institutions
are manifold, although no study examines the particular position of
these children. One of the few documents mentioning education of
children with disabilities who are in residential institutions cites that
the situation in large specialised institutions for children and youth
with disabilities is worrying as the living conditions are poor and less
than 20% of children attend school.48
47 Ministry of Labour, Employment, Veteran and Social Affairs, More Children
Adopted, Support to Foster Families is Important,http://www.minrzs.gov.rs/lat/
aktuelno/item/4274-usvojeno-vise-dece,-vazna-podrska-hraniteljskim-porodica
48 Mid-term report on Implementation of Activities under the Program of
Cooperation between the Government of the Republic of Serbia and UNICEF for
the period 2011-2015, Belgrade, 2013.
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Gender-based Discrimination
We should also briefly note that discrimination against women is very
present and widespread in Serbia, and thus girls are at a less favourable
position compared to boys. Gender inequality is clearly manifested in
social relations and the cause of these imbalances should be sought
in traditional and deeply rooted patriarchal stereotypes about gender
roles of women and men49. Gender roles are learned from parents and
from the nearest environment, and educational institutions, media,
peer groups influence their adoption. Clear and strong messages
about gender roles are conveyed to girls and boys and expectations
are expressed in terms of their behaviour and traits that they
should adopt. Instances of harassment, discrimination and violence
against children who do not fit into traditional gender roles are not
infrequent50. As for the education of girls, MICS 5 research data show
that no significant gender differences exist in school enrollment and
that among the general population, more girls attend secondary
school as opposed to children from Roma settlements, where there is
a greater gender gap, i.e. fewer Roma girls attend and finish secondary
school51. Discrimination against women is present in all segments of
society, and in education there is still division into “female” and “male”
occupations, women are in a more precarious financial situation and
they are less paid, the media portray a stereotypical image of women,
and they are often victims of gender-based violence. Given the
prevalence of gender discrimination worldwide, the Committee on the
Elimination of Discrimination against Women and the Committee on
the Rights of the Child urged the states to take all necessary measures
to modify the social and cultural practices and procedures that stem
from prejudice and other social patters that are based on the idea of
inferiority or superiority of sexes or stereotypical gender roles.
The study of gender-based violence in schools in Serbia52 has shown
that gender-based violence is not only present but widespread in
49 Commissioner for Equality, Special Report on Discrimination against Children,
available at the following address:http://ravnopravnost.gov.rs/images/files/
Poseban%20izvestaj%20o%20diskriminaciji%20dece_sa%20koricama.pdf
50 Ibid.
51 MICS, Summary of Research of multiple indicators in Serbia 2014, UNICEF
and the Republic Statistical Office, available at: http://www.unicef.rs/files/MICS5Rezime%20Konacnih%20rezultata.pdf
52 Dasa Duhacek, Research of Gender-based Violence in Schools in Serbia, Centre
for Gender Studies of the Faculty of Political Sciences in Belgrade and UNICEF,
Belgrade, 2015
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primary and secondary schools in Serbia, which will be discussed in
more detail in the section of this publication that deals with genderbased violence. However, it is important to point out that the results
of this research show that boys are more likely than girls to justify
violence in an intimate relationship, and high school female students
are the group that in the highest percentage criticises violence in
partner relationships and that does not express agreement with
gender prejudices. The views of male and female students attending
6th to 8th primary school grades show that girls and boys feel that
sexual harassment of girls is permissible and blame victim for the
attack – 69% of girls and 64% of boys agreed with the notion:”A girl
who wears short skirts and tight shirts is alone to blame if someone
attacks her.”53

Perception of Discrimination against Children
with Disabilities in Institutions
Considering all this data on the prevalence of discrimination, in
this study we posed several questions related to discrimination.
Representatives of institutions, special schools, small group
homes and mainstream schools were asked whether children with
disabilities who are placed in institutions and who are included in
education are treated differently than children who do not live in
institutions; we also examined whether gender-based discrimination
was present, as well as the position of children of other nationalities
and ethnicities.
What is interesting is that most respondents in our survey at first state
that schools do not discriminate between children with disabilities
from institutions and other children. Representatives of special schools
argue that for them and other employees it is completely irrelevant
whether a child comes from an institution or from a family. Also, to
corroborate the argument that all children are treated equally, they
say that everyday many parents visit the school and that these parents
cannot recognise which child comes from an institution, and which
from a family. In addition, they assert that children from institutions
attend the same classes as other children and that they socialise with
everyone and participate in all school activities.
53 Ibid.
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Representatives of small group homes report that children from other
classes have accepted the children from SGHs. At the beginning there
was fear on the part of other children in the school because previously
there had not been so many older children who move differently or
who have specific movements and speech, but over time this kind of
fear was overcome in the school. Otherwise, they say that children
from small group home were involved fully and equally with other
children in all school activities. As an example of equal involvement
they state that children from small group homes attended English
language classes together with children from lower grades. They were
not able to assess their progress in language learning but they do not
think that there was any, and one participant stated that [it is] likely
that her colleagues, just like the rest of us, focus their attention on those
who can [make a progress].
Institution authorities indicate that children from homes attend
classes with other children, that they are not segregated and that
they socialise with other children. However, they indicate that there
were certain differences in the treatment of children from institutions
in relation to other children. They find that children from institutions
behave differently and act differently towards others, since they live
in a collective. Representatives of institutions indicate that teachers
experience certain situations differently from schools. It happens that
teachers believe that it is not necessary to react in certain situations,
and the school calls the institution to take the child out of the school
on the grounds that this would be the best to ensure safety of other
children. They also found that the school is more sensitive to the
behaviour of children from institutions, and that school staff does not
always know how to best react. In addition, they find that the school is
always more likely to take a child from an institution out of the school,
than a child from a family and that a school is more likely to contact
the institution than the parents, in case a problem arises.
Representatives of an institution report that children with disabilities
who live in an institution attend schools for children with disabilities;
they understand that this constitutes discrimination, but they do not
know whether this is because they live in an institution or because they
have difficulties in development or both things play a part. In addition,
they believe that system conditions for inclusion of children with
disabilities are not in place, in terms of necessary support for children
with disabilities from institutions. The participants in our study are
largely in agreement that children with disabilities, especially those
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with intellectual disabilities, cannot now enroll regular schools; one
can draw the conclusion from their answers that a lesser portion of
them believes that the responsibility lies on the education system,
or that this is not associated with the type and degree of disability
that the child has. They point to the discrimination on the basis
of disability in the cases when schools are not willing to admit the
children who are not able to move independently or when a school
does not have a staff member who would change the child’s clothes,
and one institution stated that, in this respect, they were in a better
position than parents because they assumed the position that this
was the school’s responsibility, whereas the parents are not in the
position to negotiate and so they find themselves in the situation
where they spend their time in the school yard, waiting to change the
child’s clothes.
We have already mentioned that representatives of mainstream
schools who participated in the focus groups come from schools with
no children with disabilities from large residential institutions or homes
for children and youth with disabilities. Some schools, especially in
Belgrade, have students with disabilities who are placed in the former
homes for children without parental care, as well as children from foster
homes and biological families. We asked them about discrimination
against these children. Most respondents believe that children in foster
care were exceptionally well accepted by other students, and that there
is no difference between these students and those who live in families.
Only one teacher mentioned an example of a pupil’s mother who insisted
that her daughter does not sit with a girl with disabilities who lives in
foster care. The teacher saw this as “an attempted discrimination” but
refused to accept her request. Instead, the teacher spoke to the mother
and the situation eventually calmed down. On the other hand, some
focus group respondents explained the situation in which children with
disabilities caused “problems” in school, and these children were in
most cases transferred to special schools.
We think that children with disabilities that
interfere with the educational process should
not attend regular schools. So we did not
segregate anyone, neither J, nor T (girls who
were transferred to a special school) we did
not reject anyone. But they just cannot get
involved because it causes turbulence in certain
relationships and frameworks that should not
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be disturbed, which should remain normal and
regular. Do you understand what I’m saying;
do you understand what I want to tell you? So,
some things we cannot shift just for the sake of
inclusion, which is impossible. That’s what I’m
saying. (Employee in a regular school)
Finally, we should point out that some respondents cite that children
with disabilities from institutions are treated differently by the local
community, that is, that environment still sees them differently. This
is incomprehensible to them because children move around a lot and
participate in various activities organised by schools and municipalities,
and educators from home often take them to the town and for a
walk. However, they believe that the attitude towards children with
disabilities has not changed and that the reactions are very visible It
was like we were boogey men walking down the main street.
One employee from a special school explained that they often take
children to different workshops, trips, other events and activities
involving children from regular schools, but believes that children
from special school are still treated differently.
I simply think that our children are not accepted
by other children. I mean, nobody teases them or
anything, but they just have no contact with them.
And somehow, I see it as a kind of degradation
of children. At one point I felt sorry – but luckily
they are not even aware that this is so. And the
level of empathy is very low. Generally speaking.
I believe that this is due to lack of information.
Both on the part of children and teachers ...
Perhaps it is because they are different, I
understand all that, that is all normal to us and
we are with them every day here, maybe it is
not normal to people from general population –
that is it. We had a mini day trip. They were very
happy, they had a good time – but there was also
no contact or communication with other children.
They were very well-behaved, my colleagues
know this as well, we are taking them to plays, to
the theatre, and wherever we can, they are good,
they are fully socialised, even more cultured
compared to other children”.
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Of course, there are different experiences. Representatives of an
institution indicate that children are accepted, that they participate
in various activities organised in the town and they can often attend
a variety of cultural and sporting activities free of charge. They often
go out in the town, sit in cafes and very often they are not charged for
a service.
On the issue of gender discrimination, there is a much greater
misunderstanding. Almost all respondents believe that girls are not
treated any differently compared to boys, neither in schools nor in
an institution. At the focus group with representatives from regular
schools, one participant remembered a case a few years ago from
her school. It concerns a brother and sister who were taken care of by
grandparents. They constantly favoured the boy in everything, the girl
was ignored and the grandfather forbade her to go to the competition
although she was very successful and talented. She had no intellectual
disability herself and she addressed the Centre for Social Work that
externalised her to a foster family.
When asked about education in a minority language (a child’s mother
tongue), some institutions respond that they have no children of other
national minorities, while some have children of other nationalities,
but given that children live in homes where Serbian is the spoken
language, they do not even know their mother tongue. In two cities
most schools are bilingual, so it is possible to provide instruction in
the mother tongue, if required. Roma are the only national minority in
one of the schools, but they are not instructed in the Roma language
because these our Roma speak Serbian.

Violence against Children
It has already been noted that the concept of child’s rights has been
introduced in our legislation relatively recently54, that children are
guaranteed special protection, nonetheless resistance continues to
hinder fulfilment of children’s rights, depending on the area to which
the right applies. Child’s right to express opinions is not adequately
exercised or is ignored, child’s participation in decision-making on
matters concerning the child is very low, and physical punishment of
children is not absolutely banned. Certain types of violence against
children are still acceptable and widespread in the society, especially
54 Law on Family from 2005 and the Republic of Serbia Constitution from 2006.
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physical punishment as a method of “disciplining” children. This is
further corroborated by the results of the most recent MICS 5 study55,
which show that 43% of children and 66% of children from Roma
settlements aged 1-14 years were subjected to at least one form of
psychological or physical punishment by members of their families.
The system of child protection from abuse and neglect is set out in
the General Protocol for the Protection of Children from Abuse and
Neglect56, whose aim is a uniform action of individual systems – social
protection system, health care, justice, education and the police.
Each of these systems has a specific protocol57 that governs the way
in which it exercises its duties in cooperation with other systems.
It is important to point out that every person has an obligation to
report violence against children, anyone who notices or suspects
– citizens, institutions, foundations, organisations and others.
Violence can be reported to the police, a centre for social work and a
prosecutor’s office and, as the process of protection of children from
violence requires a multi-sectoral approach, individual systems have
specific responsibilities in the system of protection. To make the child
protection process well-coordinated and effective, it is important that
all participants in this process assume a common and unified position
in relation to the abuse and neglect of a child, and that there is a
consensus on the definition of certain types of abuse and neglect.58
Misuse and abuse of a child includes all forms of physical and/or
emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect or negligent treatment or
commercial or other exploitation, resulting in actual or potential
harm to the child’s health, survival, development or dignity in the
context of a relationship of responsibility, trust or power (World
Health Organisation, 1999)
55 MICS5, Summary of Research of Multiple Indicators of Serbia 2014, UNICEF
and the Republic Statistics Office, available at: http://www.unicef.rs/files/MICS5Rezime%20Konacnih%20rezultata.pdf
56 The Government of the Republic of Serbia, Ministry of Labour, Employment
and Social Policy, General Protocol for the Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect
(2005) http://www.unicef.org/serbia/opsti_protokol-_za_web.pdf
57 Special protocols are available at: http://www.unicef.org/serbia/
resources_14632.html
58 Veronika Išpanović (ur), Protecting Children from Abuse and Neglect –
Application of the General Protocol, Child Rights Centre, Belgrade, 2011.
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In addition to a general definition of child abuse, definition of four
distinct types of child abuse is also accepted: physical abuse, sexual
abuse, emotional abuse, and child neglect. Some classifications
separate exploitation as a special form of child abuse, but also bullying
as of recently59.
In addition to the violence which children may be exposed to in a
family environment and in the community, it is important to bear
in mind that most children spend most of their time in school, and
that school is a place where they can be exposed to various types of
violence. Data from a comprehensive study on violence in schools60
show that violence in schools in Serbia is present and widespread.
Specifically, 65% of students were exposed at least once to some form
of violence, while 42% of students were once violent, and as many
as 73% of the students were involved in violent interactions – 32% as
victims only, 8% as bullies only, and 34 % as both victims and bullies.
If recurrence of suffering and violent behaviour is taken as a criterion,
44% of children in the last three months have been targets of violence,
and 21% of children have committed violence.
The most common form of violence were direct verbal insults to
which a little less than half of students were exposed, one-third of the
students was exposed to physical violence, slightly more boys than
girls, and a third has experienced social violence, slightly more girls
than boys. Every tenth student reported sexual violence, more often
girls than boys and more often in older age.
What is particularly worrisome is that as many as one third of older
students (33.6%) complained of some form of violence against them
committed by adults, and 14% of the students complained that they
were hit by a teacher at least once in the last three months, wherein
it should be taken in mind that adult boys were exposed to physical
violence three times more often than girls.

59 Ibid.
60 Dragan Popadic et al., Violence in Schools in Serbia – Analysis of the Situation
from 2006 – 2013, Institute of Psychology and UNICEF, Belgrade, 2014.
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Violence and Gender Based Violence in Schools
A research into gender-based violence in schools in Serbia61 has shown

that gender-based violence is present in primary and secondary
schools in Serbia and that it is widespread. Specifically, in the first three
months of the school year 2013/14, 69% of surveyed pupils in primary
and 74% of students of secondary schools, experienced at least one
form of gender-based violence. Boys are more often perpetrators
of violence, and thus boys violated girls’ privacy in 34% of cases in
primary school and in 20% of cases in secondary school, and sexual
harassment was reported by 23% girls in primary schools. When asked
if they themselves committed some form of gender-based violence,
22% of boys and 8% of girls said yes. This study has shown that the
percentage of exposure to gender-based violence increases with age
and that it varies, depending on individual forms, when targeting
girls and boys, but it is particularly worrying when overall exposure
to gender-based violence is viewed – 48% of pupils of primary school
reported to have suffered some form of gender-based violence, and
this percentage is as high as 85% in the eighth grade62.
It should be borne in mind that boys justify violence in partner
relationships more often than girls. For example, the percentage of
boys who agrees with the notion “Sometimes it is justified for a boy to
slap his girlfriend” increases with age – 15% of younger pupils, 19% of
older pupils and 21% of highschoolers, while the percentage of girls
who agree with this sentence decreases with age – 8% in primary
schools and 4% in high school63.
Finally, we should point out that 27 schools, of the total of 50 who
participated in this survey64, reported that school employees committed
acts of violence against male and female students and pupils, of which
sexual violence was reported in 20 schools and physical violence in
seven schools. Although situation should not be generalised and these
results should not be applied to other schools and staff in other schools,
it should be borne in mind that these figures are very worrying and
require a wide range of measures to be undertaken.

61 Dasa Duhacek, Research of Gender-based Violence in Schools in Serbia, Centre
for Gender Studies of the Faculty of Political Sciences in Belgrade and UNICEF,
Belgrade, 2015
62 Ibid.
63 Ibid.
64 Ibid.
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Violence against Children with Disabilities
The risk of abuse and neglect is particularly high in groups of
vulnerable children such as children without parental care, children
in institutions, children with disabilities and other children65. Previous
experience of abuse, which is frequent in these children, increases
the risk due to the presence of low self-esteem, insecure attachment,
developmental disorders and a child’s behavioural difficulties. For
children with disabilities the risk of abuse and neglect further increases
with isolation and frequent rejection, difficulties in communication,
encouraging obedience and servility, the lack of sex education etc66.

Although research and reports on violence against children with
disabilities are rare and scarce, few research findings show that
children with disabilities are at a greater risk of violence than children
in the general population both in the school and on the way to school.
They are victims of various forms of violence – physical, sexual, verbal
and emotional, and the perpetrators are institution staff, visitors,
peers and others.
The research on violence in schools in Serbia67, which was carried out
in 237 primary schools, also covered seven special schools. Compared
to regular schools, it is interesting that a much higher percentage of
students who like to go to school was recorded – 59% versus 13% of
pupils from mainstream schools; also 52% of special school students
report that they get along great in the classroom as opposed to 22%
of mainstream schoolstudents.
When it comes to violence in schools68, participation of children from
special schools in violent interactions is higher than that of children in
regular schools. As many as 58% of children in special schools is involved
in a violent interaction – 28.3% as victims, 7.2% as bullies and 22.5%
as both victims and bullies. Among specific forms of victimisation, a
higher percentage of children in special schools complain of physical
violence (32% versus 19%), and coercion, threats, stealing, and sexual
harassment are more likely by 4-5%, while insults and scheming are
65 Veronika Išpanović (ur), Protecting Children from Abuse and Neglect –
Application of the General Protocol, Child Rights Centre, Belgrade, 2011.
66 Ibid.
67 Dragan Popadic and others, violence in schools Serbia – Analysis of the
situation from 2006 – 2013, Institute of Psychology and UNICEF, Belgrade, 2014.
68 Ibid.
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equally present. Bullying is also higher by about 5-6% among children
in special schools who reported that they hit other children (23% vs.
15%) threaten them (16% vs. 9%) and 3-4% more children used force
to take something from other children, forced other children to do
something or conspired against other children, while the number
of those who insulted others was equal. This means that verbal and
indirect violence was on the same level as in regular schools, while
physical violence was slightly more pronounced. In addition, students
from special schools are more vulnerable to violent students from
other schools. While a third of the surveyed students from regular
schools reports having been victims of violence, as many as half of
the students from special schools reports that students from other
schools behave violently towards them.
Special school students complained less of violence from adults
compared to students in regular schools, 5.4% compared with 9.4%
in the younger age group and 21.5% compared with 33.6% in the
older age group. On the other hand, the attitudes of special school
staff do not differ significantly from the views of mainstream school
staff. About two thirds believed that the problem of violence is more
pronounced than before, and that acts of violence occur occasionally.
The situation is similar when it comes to reporting individual forms of
violence, that is, the concern of staff in special schools is similar to the
concerns of staff in mainstream schools. It should be noted that some
forms of violence are much more concerning for the staff in special
schools – sexual harassment was identified as a problem by 48% of
staff in special schools compared to 26% in regular schools.

Violence against institutionalized children with
disabilities within the education system
Given the worrisome data on the prevalence of violence against
children in general, and against children in schools, compounded
by the lack of research on violence against children with disabilities
in institutions, in this study we posed several questions related to
violence. Representatives of institutions, special schools, small group
homes and mainstream schools were asked whether there was
any situation of violence against children with disabilities placed in
institutions that are included in education, as well as actions taken in
these situations.
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An expert team of an institution stated that they had witnessed cases
of violence against children in educational institutions and initiated
the protocol on protection from violence, informed the school and
received feedback. All other institutions (social care and education
institutions) stated that there were no cases of violence against
children with disabilities from homes.
There were no cases of violence in school. When
it happens that a child is aggressive or autoaggressive, then we react, we calm the child
down, take them to the doctor ... But there were
no situations that require a response at home or
school. (Employee in a social care institution)
The data from available research indicate that employees in
institutions on one hand gave socially desirable answers, and on
the other, described conflict situation as usual conflicts “typical of
children”. Representatives of one institutions said that did not have
information whether there were cases of violence in schools, but
believed that there was no violence, that is, that everything that
happened was in the realm of a verbal conflict typical of all children.
Also, we have clearly observed a misunderstanding in the difference
between violence against a child and a child’s aggressive behaviour
in some situations. The respondents explained a child’s aggressive
behaviour by the type or degree of the child’s difficulties, response
to therapy or deprivation thereof. One institution proposes support
through introduction of health workers in schools, because schools call
the home if is there is something happening with a child, for example,
if a child manifests “an altered behaviour” or there is “a peer conflict,”
which the staff in institution believes is nothing alarming. They find
that teachers from home and school employees react differently in
certain situations, and schools usually emphasise the safety of other
children as the main reason for alerting educators to come and take
the children back to the home.
They [school employees] will call medical service
although we have the mechanisms to respond.
But far from be it that every curse or altered
behaviour requires additional medication or an
intervention of such sort. (Employee in social
care)
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Representatives of special schools also stated that there were no cases
of violence in the schools. They report some cases of self-mutilation
as well as aggression directed at other children or objects. In these
situations, employees in special schools contact the institution and
together with teachers try to find a way to overcome the problem.
They manifest obvious prejudices against children with disabilities
depending on their abilities and needs, despite the fact that these are
employees who work in special schools.
There were no cases of violence in school. Even,
to tell you honestly, if someone was to beat them
up, they would not respond to it. So, there was
none. (Employee at the school)
In addition, they state that the school has is very active team for
protection of children from violence, which has a different concept
compared to similar teams in regular schools, but that they place the
safety of all children first. They also mention that the children from
institutions were very protective of everyone, especially younger
children, and that they always try to help their peers in need.
They do not have it in them. To mock. Here,
the system is something like, if I can do this, let
me help you. Our children are very good. I’ve
experienced this only here, I should say. If there
is something a child cannot do, some other child
says – I’ll give you a snack, or I will open it for you.
Our children are like that.
They state that there is no bullying in their schools, because they work
with children individually, so it is much easier to have a full overview
of a child’s situation. One of the reasons why the “situation was
under control” is the fact that every day a large number of parents
stay in school waiting for their children, and also there are assistants
present.
The situation is somewhat different when it comes to responses of
employees in regular schools. Specifically, they stated that there were
no cases of violence stemming from the fact that a child live in the
home. Most estimate that children in their schools generally accept
well the children from vulnerable groups, referring here to the Roma
children and children from institutions. However, unlike employees
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in institutions and special schools, they have cited several cases of
violence that occurred in school. We should point out that in one of the
described cases a competent centre for social work was contacted,
and in another case, a centre for foster care was contacted, thus all
necessary measures were taken to resolve the situation.
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In-depth Analysis
and Conclusions
It was pointed out that one home for children and young people with
disabilities has almost all primary school children included in the education
system while the remaining three, who participated in the study, have
very few children or none at all included in education system. In order
to explain the huge difference between the residential institutions
in the number of children included in education, we have considered
several basic characteristics – a) the size of the city/municipality where
the institution is located and the municipality’s development stage, b)
access to services in the local community (educational institutions and
social services and c) the total number of children in care.
Institution 1 Institution 2 Institution 3 Institution 4
Development
of the local selfgovernment unit

4th Group

1st Group

1st Group

1st Group

(extremely
underdeveloped)

(above the
national
average)

(above the
national
average)

(above the
national
average)

Yes

Yes

Yes

Access to services No
in the community
and to the schools
Total number of
children in care

26

167

57

159

Number of
primary school
children in care

6

129

24

107

Total number of
primary school
beneficiaries in
education

0

23

6

81

Table 3: Features of the environment in which the homes for children and
youth with disabilities are situated
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Three of the four institutions are located in places that belong to the
first group of the local self-government development (this level of
development is above the national average) and have better access
to social services and to a large number of schools. One institution
is located in a small municipality that is classified in the fourth group
of local self-government development (extremely underdeveloped
municipalities), has the smallest number of children in care and a
very difficult access to local services and schools which may represent
an aggravating circumstance for organising education of children.
Even when we exclude Institution 1, which is situated in a highly
underdeveloped municipality and has a difficult access to schools
and community services, these characteristics do not explain the
huge difference between the remaining three institutions that share
similar characteristics. It is notable, too, that the institutions that
have fewer children in care at the same time have fewer children
included in the education system, although the assumption is that,
in terms of organisation, it is easier to provide training and the
necessary support for fewer children. Through an in-depth analysis
of the statements of employees, we have come to the conclusion
that the main difference between homes is in their attitude toward
the children, that is, the perception of children’s rights to education.
Employees in Institution 4 show a clear understanding that education
is a basic right of every child and is a natural environment for a child’s
development. Although it is difficult to discuss development of the
social model in a large residential institution, because the sheer size
of the institutions and organisation is in contrast with the approach
based on the social model, we can talk about the understanding of the
concept of children’s rights, as well as the existence of management
and organisational skills for development of a dynamic system of
support to children’s education.
It should be noted that Institution 1, with not one child is included in
education, cites the type and degree of disability of children as the
biggest obstacle for school enrollment, and we have recognised the
very negative attitude towards the right to education of children
with disabilities in general, and towards inclusive education. Medical
approach to children with disabilities and exercise of their rights is
also prevalent in other institutions, where children’s intellectual and
other difficulties are cited as the main reason why they do not attend
school.
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This is the maximum that we could achieve given
the category of our beneficiaries. (Director of the
institution where only one fifth of children attend
school)
Well, we do not have a category of children [fit]
for regular school, but we have two children
whose intellectual capacity is preserved, and for
this reason we plan to enrol them in a regular
school. (Employee in a home)
If an institution shows no interest and if it does not assume a
supportive attitude for inclusion of children in the education system,
even external initiatives cannot launch this process. For example,
one institution stated that the representatives of the local primary
schools scheduled an appointment with an expert team and a director
to discuss and plan enrollment of the children in the regular school,
but after the meeting there was no initiative or feedback from the
institution. Employees of the institution explained the entire situation
with the position that “our children are not for education.”
Although to a much lesser extent, it should be noted that employees in
regular schools also manifest a noticeably negative attitude towards
education of children with disabilities.
You know what, we [the regular schools] we can
do a lot. We do everything for the children. But
we cannot change this relationship artificially
as it is expected of us. Because, believe me,
children have perfect parameters for what is
acceptable and what is unacceptable for them.
And in this zone of unacceptability they simply
do not function, period. So we exclude functional
children from the functioning education in order
to include dysfunctional kids in some kind of
program that is unacceptable for them and
simply im-poss-ible! Please cite me on this and
have somebody copy and print this.”
However, it is necessary to call attention to the primary responsibility
of guardians of children in institutional care in initiation of school
enrollment, school selection, activities aimed at providing additional
support and continuous monitoring of a child’s progress. Practice
shows that it is necessary to revise and reform the mechanisms for a
guardian’s active involvement and accountability in the process.
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Contextualisation of Barriers for Inclusion
of Children in the Education System
In-depth analysis showed that the difficulties and barriers that children
with disabilities at the residential institutions face in inclusion in the
educational system can be classified into two main categories:
1) Attitudinal barriers, which are characterised by a medical model
in the analysis of children’s needs and focus on the needs of the
institution, rather than on the child’s needs and rights
2) Organisational barriers, which refer to the provision of additional
support for a child with disabilities and the lack of cooperation among
key actors in the child’s development.
The entire process of inclusion of children in residential institutions is
marred by a lack of understanding and lack of perspective of education
as a child’s right and preparation of the child for the future.
Education is not seen as the child’s right
and preparation for the future.
Organisation
Attitudes towards education
of children with developmental and Management
disabilities
•• Lack of additional support
•• Medical approach
•• Insufficient inter-cooperation
among stakeholders who
•• Focusing on an institution,
are crucial for a child’s
instead of on a child
development

Segregation and exclusion
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The focus on institution, instead of on the needs and rights of children, is
noticeable in both residential care institutions and schools for children
with disabilities. Although we cannot say that additional conditions
are imposed for enrollment of children in schools, there are various
aggravating circumstances or obstacles that prevent enrollment of
children in schools. From the perspective of schools, for example,
(some of the problems are) a limited number of places in the classroom,
understaffed schools, architectural inaccessibility which is the reason
why children who are wheelchair users are not enrolled, the need that
medical staff from the institution stay in school. From the perspective
of residential institutions, the problems are funding of transportation
for children, lack of customised vehicles, and engagement of personal
assistants. We have further noticed that institutions decide to enrol
children only in special schools, because different types of additional
support in the form of therapeutic exercises and treatments are
provided only in schools in which children are enrolled.
The existing school resources in places where homes are situated are
not used (there are over 200 primary schools in these areas) although
there are ample opportunities to enrol in schools all children who are
in care. Again, we conclude that the reasons for this are focus on the
needs of the institution, as well as organisational difficulties that can
arise in ensuring continuity and regular attendance if children were to
attend different schools as well as negative attitudes towards both
the capacity of children to learn and towards possibilities in regular
schools to respond to the needs of children with disabilities.
As noted, the medical model in observing the child’s needs is
ubiquitous in social protection and education institutions which leads
to violations of children’s rights, discrimination, thus making the
process of change more difficult.
If children with disabilities are constantly
separated, nothing changes. We as a society
are in the medical model. Not only institutions
and professionals, but we as a society. We are
institutionalised in the medical model. (Employee
in an institution)
When employees in institutions cite child’s difficulties as a barrier
to education, for example, that children “do not have sufficiently
developed or fully developed speech, they are aggressive, manifest
variable moods and endanger the safety of other children at school,”
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it is obvious that they do not recognise that these behaviours are
results of exclusion and that development of new skills and behaviour
change can only happen if the kids are given an opportunity to learn
these skills. This is noticeable when describing the progress of a child
who is included in the education system in the areas of learning,
socialisation and becoming independent. The impression is that
expectations are much lower and that there are different standards
for assessing socialisation; thus the very outing from home, going to
a school and staying with other children and teachers is considered as
socialisation. Employees in homes and schools often cite the benefits
of educating children in schools for children with disabilities because
of the small number of children in classes and opportunities for
individual work and treatment. Without dwelling on the assessment
of the importance of temporary “one to one” approach which must
have a clear function and must be applied as shortly as possible, we
draw attention to the fact that, on the one hand, socialisation function
of schools and peer environment is not used sufficiently and, on the
other, the benefits of peer environment for a child’s development and
progress are not recognised. This aspect is particularly important for
children in residential care, because they already live in a segregated
environment, and there are certain rules and dynamics of life to which
all the children in the institution need to fit.
It is urgent to start working on a paradigm shift, which would involve
putting in place public policies, support programs and financing in
accordance with the social model in approach to the needs and rights
of child. The social model as the main problem and challenge observes
a society’s attitude towards diversity and recognises that society is
the factor that imposes barriers against persons in need of additional
support and thus prevents their participation and their fulfilment in
the community. The social approach is not to try to “cure” a person
who is different to fit in but to “cure” the society to become open to
all citizens.69 Also, it is noticeable that employees in social protection
institutions, as well as in schools for children with disabilities, show a
lack of understanding and tend to minimise the role and professional
competencies of teachers in regular schools.

69 Janjic, B., Beker, K. Local support services: the inclusion of children and adults
with disabilities into regular activities of the local community, Inclusion Initiative
VelikiMali, April 2011
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The primary function of education is to prepare for life in a
community. If someone begins their education in the conditions
of isolation, on meagre, monotonous and limited experiential
space, then that person’s potential to ever achieve an equal
involvement in the community’s life is frustrated, whereas the
community, in this case, remains deprived of the experience of
providing support to those in need.70
Milena Jerotijević
Even when institutions of social protection and education manage
to overcome some of these barriers, children with disabilities in
residential care are not offered the possibility of education in regular
schools, but are separated in schools for children with disabilities, and
in some cases in special classes within a special school. Segregation
means education of children with disabilities in a separate
educational environment that is organised according to a particular
type of disability, where students with disabilities do not interact
with students of the wider population. In this case, the children from
residential care often lack interaction and high quality social contacts
even with other children with disabilities, those who live in families.
In addition to the fact that this model undermines the basic right of
the child to be included on an equal basis with others, segregated
environment provides no incentive for development, learning and/or
advancement.
When social protection and education institutions exhibit both
attitudinal and organisational barriers, children are likely to be
completely excluded from the education system despite the clearly
prescribed obligation of primary school attendance.
In some areas, we also find the combination of attitudinal and
organisational barriers which can be described through the example
of providing personal assistants for children. Almost all respondents
stated that personal assistants were necessary for inclusion of children
with disabilities in the education system. Without diminishing the
importance of assistance for an equal participation of individual
children, the fact that a child has a disability does not immediately
imply a need for assistance. Some rather drastic statements have been
70 Jerotijevic, M. About inclusive education, VelikiMali Newsletter, issue Inclusive
education, April 2010
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asserted, such as that every child with disabilities must have a personal
assistant, or that even if every child with disabilities had an assistant,
education would not be possible. Schools for students with disabilities,
in addition to engagement of personal assistants, also allege the need
for hiring teaching assistants. A recent study showed that, in schools
for children with disabilities, on average one teacher is hired for every
2 to 3 students and one expert associate for 24 students71. Given the
very low student-teacher ratio, the question to pose is whether there
really is the need to hire teaching assistants in special schools.
One also has the impression that employees in institutions are not
sufficiently informed about changes which have occurred in the
educational system, and are not aware of the procedure of school
enrollment, provision of additional support and education process.
Inter-sectoral commission from our municipality
has never refused entry of a child to school.
(Employees in institutions and schools)
On the other hand, we have learned from the staff at mainstream
schools that they are not sufficiently aware of the social protection
system, and in particular the role and functioning of institutions,
guardianship and the role of social work centres. One expects a better
and more effective cooperation among stakeholders that are relevant
to child’s development and education, but no mechanisms to enable
such cooperation are developed on the local level.
Centres for social work, especially employees in the centres that act
as direct guardians for children in institutions play an important role in
the life planning and exercise of the rights of children, but according
to the statements of all respondents, they are unable to meet their
legal obligations to ensure an active support to their residents.
Work overload and physical distance from homes and children are
often cited as the reasons for this mode of operation of social work
centres. These organisational difficulties should not be an excuse for
failing to meet a guardian’s professional obligation to initiate a child’s
enrollment in school, ensure the continuity of education, as well as
fulfilment of other, equally important rights of the child. Almost half
71 Analysis of the quality of education in schools and classes for children
with disabilities, UNICEF, Ministry of Education, Science and Technological
Development, Ipsos, in December 2015.
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of children with disabilities placed in residential institutions are under
the direct guardianship which means that, in the current mode of
operation, they do not receive adequate support for education. It is
clear that such a setup of the guardianship system cannot meet the
needs of children nor contribute to a substantial improvement of a
child’s status in the social protection and education system.
Noticeably absent is the accountability for the exclusion of children
with disabilities who are in the institutional care from the education
system. Employees of institutions do not see as a problem the fact
that an expert team determines who will go to school and who will
not.
No child who was supposed to go to school has
remained in the institution thus far. I fully stand
behind this claim and I assure you that that will
not happen (employee in an institution where
only a fifth of children of primary school age
attend school).
If we take into account international standards and national legislation,
it is completely unacceptable that a selection is made and whether
a child will go to school is a matter of decision which is weighed on
his or her disabilities. This practice is not only outdated, but there are
clear legal obligations providing for education of every child.
To describe the lack of accountability for exclusion of children with
disabilities living in residential institutions from the education system,
we refer to a teacher’s reply:
I think this is simply a problem of the system. If
the system does not allow postponing starting
school at age seven, if parents have to enrol their
children, this should be extended to also include
children who are in institutions. And not to turn a
blind eye when these children are concerned. To
wait for them to come into a small group home,
or one way or another. What I mean is that
these kids should not be invisible. When a child
finds himself or herself in an institution, he/she
becomes excluded from the education system.
Invisible to the [education] system.
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In addition to the lack of understanding of children’s right to education,
it is also not viewed as a preparation for the future and active life in the
community. Respondents from one small group home report that life
in such an environment and involvement of children and youth in the
educational system has contributed to a higher level of independence
and beneficiaries’ acquiring life skills. They also believe that young
people with disabilities from the community are ready to move into
supported housing or some other form of family life, at which time
the small group home can accommodate other children from a large
residential institution. This kind of support is seen as a systemic
solution for the transition from living in large residential institutions
to family environment and involvement in community life. Only one
home for children and youth with disabilities cites the size of the
institution, a large number of employees, and the organisation of life
in an institution as impediments to progress and the full enjoyment of
the rights of the child. They believe that education would be of better
quality if institutions were organised as small group homes, which
would further lead to family life.
When asked what should be done to have children with disabilities
from homes included in the education system, an employee in one
state institution:
What is necessary is a change of consciousness.
The dominant opinion in the profession, the public
and among the citizens is that for children with
disabilities there should be something special.
This is a problem, because such thinking persists
in all social classes, regardless of their level of
education.
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A Practical
Example:

Understanding that
Education is a Right
of Children with
Developmental Difficulties
We talked several times with the expert team of the Centre for
Protection of Infants, Children and Youth in Zvečanska Street in
Belgrade and, with their consent, we publish part of the interview that
relates to the understanding of the rights of children with disabilities
to education. We have already pointed out that the attitude towards
the needs and rights of children who are in the residential care has
been recognised as one of the key conditions for their inclusion in the
education system.
Over 80% of primary school children who are in this institution’s care
are included in some form of education. Children attend six primary
schools for education of children with disabilities, and a certain
number of them is home-schooled, which the institution carries out
in cooperation with schools. These are children with severe health
problems that have a need for continuous monitoring of health.
We emphasise that the model of home schooling for children with
disabilities in residential care should be used only as an interim solution,
which is limited in time and leads to inclusion in school. The expert team
of this institution confirms this and further states that “mobility is
very important, as well as monitoring and evaluation of the progress
of children who are being home schooled, and from there they should
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move to schools outside the institution.” For example, the children
who are enrolled in the first grade of home-schooling are in need of
intensive support, through monitoring and planning a team of experts
estimate that children are transferred to school as soon as they are
strong enough. They estimate that the progress of all children included
in the educational system is visible in areas of learning, socialisation
and independence. The expert team said that the first half of year
after they started school was the hardest, but after that the progress
became obvious.
“Children, who were once characterised as having rather severe or
severe disabilities, which is probably the result of deprivation, now
show a lot of progress in different areas. It is terrible and shameful
how some children are underestimated. One of the main principles
of inclusion that we are guided by is not to be burdened by prior
estimates on the basis of which children are differently characterised,
mostly in a bad and negative way. “
The expert team of the institution Zvecanska believes that to improve
education for children with disabilities a change in mindset is needed,
because the dominant thinking in the profession, the public, the
citizens, is that there should be something special for children with
disabilities.
“You will always have someone who thinks differently. Attitudes are
hard to change. The concept from which we start is the basis for our
work program and response to planning of activities with children. By
that I mean the concepts of attachment, adult person’s sensibility to
meet the needs of children, understanding trauma, placement of a
child in an institution, the institutional setting as less stimulating ...
You need to have an understanding that in front of you, you have a
child who has already experienced a traumatic experience, a child
who grows in an environment that is less stimulating than the family
environment, you know that the child needs stimulation and support
in order to progress.” They state that the institution needs some time
to become more flexible, improve the quality of life for children, and
exercise the rights of the child. “The key concepts are education of
employees and adoption of these attitudes. Also, you must have a
determined management and a strong attitude. It is very important
how you present this to the people. The house policy is such. Perhaps
the most important thing is to show with your personal example that
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we are united and that we are all involved in various activities. When
we all work together, it is easier to support each other and understand
each other better than if we were to have strict divisions.” They state
that better feedback is evident when the progress in younger children
is recognized so the medical model begins to disappear. Employees
are encouraged to continue when they see a child’s progress. To
achieve an affective attachment they have developed the concept of
stem nurses and teachers. “You get a lot out of that relationship. Not
only children benefit from it, but also employees, because it gives you
recognition and tells you how important the people who work with
children are. We are not only at work, but we also have a crucial role in
the lives of children who have been entrusted to us. Our presence and
behaviour is something that provides input to the development of the
child and builds the basis for all his/her learning and progress.”
Examples of Cooperation at the Local Level
When it comes to the education of children who are in foster care, we
highlight the example of cooperation at the local level. A mainstream
school representative who participated in a focus group recounted
the practice of regular meetings of school employees, foster parents
and a centre for adoption and foster care. Together they formulated a
framework checklist that was used to assess quality of the cooperation.
Among other things, the questions included whether a child comes
to school regularly, what his/her nutrition included, does he/she go
on day trips, field trips and extra-curricular activities organised by
the school, whether the child has school supplies, does he/she bring
it to school regularly, whether he/she is neat etc. This list represents
indicative guidelines for monitoring and arrangements with foster
parents and representatives of the centre for foster care. They find that
this model was a good basis for exchange of information, monitoring
of a child’s progress and needs and the potential for timely reaction
if the school notices negative instances. For example, in one case a
school observed that a child comes to school irregularly, that school
supplies were incomplete and orderly, and assumed that the money
that the foster family receives for child support was not being spent on
the child, and the school took the initiative to review the foster care.
In addition to the possible model of cooperation among stakeholders
relevant to the child at the local level, this example demonstrates the
use of cooperation mechanism not only to improve education but also
81

to protect and exercise child’s rights. It should, however, be noted
that this model of cooperation is a result of professional engagement
of employees in the school and that it is necessary to establish a
mechanism to ensure sustainability and continuity.

Education of Children with Disabilities in Relation
to the Form of Accommodation
In this study, instead of a conclusion, we give a brief overview of
education of children with disabilities in relation to the type of
accommodation, that is, whether a child is placed in a large residential
facility, a small group home or family environment. We emphasise
that, regardless of the form of accommodation, education of children
with disabilities who are in formal care system has certain common
characteristics: 1) insufficient involvement of guardians, 2) lack of
cooperation among stakeholders relevant to a child’s development:
the guardian, the centre for social work, schools, institution/family
and 3) the risk of violence and discrimination.
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Home for children and
youth with disabilities
The child is most
probably excluded from
education.
If he/she is in one of the
institutions that include
children in the education
system, the chances
to enrol the school are
minimal. This will happen
only if: an expert team
decides to enrol this
very child in school if
the school has sufficient
space, if the child is
independently mobile
and not a wheelchair
user, if there are no
health problems. Even
when all of these barriers
are removed, only every
fifth child is enrolled in
school.
The child will definitely
attend school for the
education of children
with disabilities, and will
probably be in a special
class, designed only for
children with disabilities
from residential
institutions.
The focus of education is
likely to be on individual
work and therapies.

Small group home
The child will have
better living conditions
and support programs
than in a large
residential institution.
The child will certainly
be included in the local
school for education of
children with disabilities,
regardless of difficulties,
the necessary level of
support and age.
The right to education
is not in question,
however the right to
inclusive education is
not exercised.
Uncertainty arises when
the child overgrows the
age for living in a small
group home because
the alternative models
of support (supportive
housing) have not been
developed. There is a
big chance that he will
return to an institution
for adults with
disabilities.

Family environment
The child lives in an
environment that is
optimal for progress and
development.
The child is included in
the educational system,
and chances are that
he/she will attend a
regular school. There are
difficulties in providing
additional support, but
cooperation between the
school and the family is
intensified.
The child is likely to be
involved in extracurricular
activities, and together
with their peers from the
school and community.
If continuity of
accommodation is
ensured, the child
will have continuity in
learning, development,
support, social contacts
and life in the local
community.

The child will experience
going to school as a
reward, and employees
see it as socialisation.
Learning will be of lesser
importance.
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Recommendations
for Improvement
of Practice and
Public Policies
These recommendations are the result of in-depth analysis of the
research, interviews and focus groups respondents’ proposals
to improve education for children with disabilities who are in
institutional care, as well as conclusions of an expert debate that
we have organised on 30 October 2015 in cooperation with the
Commissioner for Protection of Equality. The expert meeting
was attended by more than 50 representatives of schools, social
care institutions, UNICEF, Ministry of Education, Science and
Technological Development, Office for Human and Minority
Rights, Republic and Provincial Institute for Social Protection, the
Ombudsman, the Provincial Ombudsman and international and local
civil society organisations. We then presented the first results of the
research and a panel discussion was held on the barriers faced by
children with disabilities in institutional care and recommendations
for the development of practices and policies.
We primarily refer to the obligation that every child must attend
preschool program and primary education, and that this obligation
applies to children with disabilities who are institutional facilities on
an equal basis with others. Inclusion in the education system should
not be a matter of “good will” of employees from any system but an
obligation and responsibility.
85

In order to improve the exercise of the rights of children with disabilities
in residential housing, in the context of the state’s obligations to
respect, protect and fulfill their rights, continuous work on the system
level is required on:
•• D
 einstitutionalisation of children with disabilities, or the
transition from large residential institutions to a family environment
and family-like accommodation. At the same time, it is necessary
to impose a moratorium on further placement of children in
institutions, as well as to implement activities and policies for
prevention of institutionalisation of children with disabilities,
by ensuring access to all the rights and support to families in the
local community.
•• D
 esegregation, or implementation of emergency monitoring of
classes attended by children with disabilities in residential care
in special schools, as well as monitoring the implementation of
prohibition of similar practices in the future. In addition, revision
of the need that all these children attend school for education of
children with disabilities and facilitate the transition to mainstream
schools.
•• A
 ccountability for exclusion of every child of school age in
institutional care from the education system and provision of
system support to have individual support plan contain a plan of
child’s enrollment in a school and the necessary support.
•• R
 eform of the guardianship system to respond to the needs and
rights of children with disabilities. Given that a comprehensive
reform may take some time, it is necessary to ensure that, in
the course of this process, guardians fulfil their professional
obligation i.e. take account of the child’s enrollment in school and
overall education. If a child is enrolled in a school for children with
disabilities, the annual report on the work of guardians should
include a description of the educational situation of the child and
explain why the child is enrolled in this type of school.
•• R
 emoving barriers in provision of additional support or funding
of additional support if the child resides in a municipality outside
the territory of the home. This is a systemic issue, which requires
participation of all relevant ministries and other stakeholders, and
it is associated with the reform of the guardianship system and
financing system based on the “money following the beneficiary”.
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•• A
 clearer definition of procedure for evaluating the need for
additional support before an inter-sectoral commission in the
context of the residence of a child with disabilities in residential
care. In this sense, it is feasible that relevant ministries issue
instructions for situations of this sort or prescribe measures in the
Regulation on Additional Educational, Health and Social Support
to Children and Students.
•• D
 evise a support for children who were included in the education
system later than they were supposed, through a special program
or a preparatory period.
To improve education for children in the formal care, at the local level
it is necessary to plan and provide:
•• I ntroduction of a mechanism of cooperation among the key
stakeholders in a child’s education in terms of regular meetings
of guardians, school staff working in institutions and other
relevant stakeholders. The mechanism of cooperation should
be aimed at exercise of children’s rights and should be efficient
in terms of exchange of information about the child, setting of
common objectives, assessment of co-operation, information
on the mechanisms of protection of child’s rights. Although we
recommend that the mechanism be formalised, we believe that it
must be flexible enough to truly provide support to all stakeholders.
•• A
 joint local plan of ensuring architectural accessibility, via
creation of overview of needs, planning, of adaptations and
securing of funding. This process should include representatives
of local government units, educational, health and social care
institutions and civil society organisations. Meanwhile, schools
have a responsibility to adapt the environment to the needs of the
child, and if adjustment requires funds, the local government must
finance this.
When it comes to removing barriers to education for children with
disabilities in residential care, on the level of education and social
protection institutions, it is necessary to:
•• I mmediately terminate the practice of selection of children for
school enrollment.
•• E
 xpand the number of schools to be attended by children from
institutions, particularly through establishment of cooperation with
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mainstream schools in the municipalities where the institutions
are located.
•• M
 ake the child’s rights protection mechanisms transparent and
accessible to institutions in situations when school will not enrol
their children, or is willing to enrol only a limited number of children.
In order to ensure education of children with disabilities in residential
care and improve the quality of support in exercising their rights in the
process of deinstitutionalisation, it is necessary to organise trainings for
educational and social institutions. In relation to the usual barriers that
children face, and the needs for support that have some institutions
have reported, we recommend training in the following areas:
•• T
 he rights and needs of children in the context of social model of
support;
•• P
 reventing discrimination and responding to discrimination,
including information on the Commissioner for Protection of
Equality and other independent institutions;
•• P
 reventing violence and responding to violence using available
mechanisms and improving skills and knowledge in this area;
•• A
 dditional educational, medical and social support to children and
students, in terms of what additional support includes and how to
plan and accomplish the support;
•• T
 he functioning of inter-sectoral commissions and the role of
employees in homes and schools in the evaluation of additional
support;
•• I nclusive education: joint training for schools, social welfare centres,
institutions and all other stakeholders. In this way, the stakeholders
liaise to respond with specific practical situations, and gain knowledge
and information about the functioning of the other systems.
We add that it is necessary to continue with the analysis of the
situation of children with disabilities in residential care in order to
analyse their position in different spheres of life and to ensure that
their rights are exercised. In the context of education, it is necessary
to further analyse the role of guardians, other levels of education
(pre-school, secondary education), and the effects of education on
the development and progress of the child in the domains of learning,
socialization, and gaining independence.
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