



The Advisory Role of Pedagogues in Inclusive Education of Students with Developmental Disabilities

Abstract
The cooperation between pedagogues and teachers, their professional competence, and mutual provision of assistance and support in the inclusive approach to educating students with developmental disabilities significantly influence both the process and outcomes of inclusion. The primary aim of this research is to present and analyze the practice of consultative work carried out by school pedagogues with teachers, focusing on providing professional assistance and support to teachers working with students with developmental disabilities. The research employed a questionnaire for teachers and an interview protocol for pedagogues. The sample consisted of 15 pedagogues and 100 teachers from primary schools in Serbia, specifically within the territory of the city of Belgrade. Based on the results and field observations, it can be concluded that teachers cooperate daily with pedagogues and regularly seek some form of assistance and support when working with students with developmental disabilities. The consultative work of pedagogues with teachers, aimed at supporting their work with these students, takes place within the daily responsibilities of school pedagogues. It is directed toward concrete educational practice and largely depends on the professional competence and personal motivation of both pedagogues and teachers.
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Introduction
[bookmark: _GoBack]The term “student with special needs” is very broad and includes: students with developmental disabilities (students with physical, intellectual, and sensory impairments); students with behavioral disorders; students with severe chronic illnesses and others undergoing long-term hospital or home treatment; students with emotional disorders; students from socially, culturally, and economically disadvantaged backgrounds; students without parental care; abused students; students affected by war, refugees and displaced students; and, often overlooked, gifted students (Tassé et al., 2006; Ginja & Chen, 2023). Developmental disabilities are difficulties studied by sociology, psychology, pedagogy, and other sciences. In the field of studying developmental disorders, there has been debate over terminology. On one hand, there is fear of social stigmatization and reducing individuals with developmental disabilities to merely their impairments (Domović et al., 2017; Cate et al., 2018). Due to the diversity and different approaches to understanding the nature of these disabilities, various classifications have emerged. For educators, the most useful classification is the one recommended by the OECD committee, which categorizes disabilities based on the area of functioning affected (Gonchar et al., 2019). All these areas are significant for the educational process (Hrnjica, 2011; Florian & Linklater, 2010). The OECD team works on improving the position of students with developmental disabilities and proposes the following classification:
· Impairments of sensory functions: includes all levels of visual and hearing impairments, and sensory disorders related to touch sensitivity, pain, movement, and balance.
· Disorders of cognitive, intellectual, perceptual functions, and attention: includes all levels of intellectual disabilities, learning difficulties due to organic or social causes, speech dysfunctions, attention disorders, oculomotor perceptual disturbances, and similar conditions.
· Motor control disorders: encompass all muscle disorders that hinder movement, communication, and interaction with the environment (e.g., cerebral palsy, orthopedic disorders, articulation disorders, amputations, muscular weakness).
· Physical health impairments: include metabolic and physiological conditions such as asthma, congenital heart disease, life-support dependency, diabetes, etc.
· Emotional disorders in children: include situational emotional disorders from family crises, childhood neuroses, psychoses, and emotional changes due to nervous system damage.
· External factors: refer to social influences from family or broader society that hinder development, such as dysfunctional families, inadequate parental behavior, abuse, severe parental neuroses or psychoses, and also socialization difficulties like hyperactivity, aggression, and delinquency.
The teaching profession is one of the key pillars of the education system. As teachers take a central role in developing the concept of a "child-centered school," which is at the heart of the inclusive education approach, they face new demands. To meet these demands, teachers need support (Mogharreban, & Bruns, 2009). In inclusive education, almost every teacher works with students with developmental disabilities, whose educational needs require additional support. The school pedagogue, as a professional associate, plays a crucial role in offering this support through consultative work. Pedagogical consultative work with teachers involves: encouraging professional discussions about students with developmental disabilities; assisting in the preparation of lessons based on individualization principles; choosing appropriate teaching methods, techniques, and assessment strategies; building collaboration with parents; and strengthening peer interactions. The pedagogue assists in creating a student’s pedagogical profile, developing and implementing Individualized Education Plans (IEPs), selecting didactic materials, and evaluating student progress. Together with teachers, the pedagogue also considers the family context of each student and encourages strong school-family cooperation. It is essential to create a classroom climate that fosters acceptance of students with disabilities through peer awareness, group work, and the development of empathy. The pedagogue has a key role in the professional development of teachers, motivating them to engage in ongoing training and innovation in practice. Through training and consultation, pedagogues help teachers address concrete challenges, create individual learning plans, plan time for one-on-one instruction, and apply suitable methods for students with developmental disabilities. Special attention is given to designing professional content that encourages discussion, reflection, and the exchange of experiences among teachers and expert teams, as well as with external institutions and organizations. The role of the pedagogue is to act as a mediator, support provider, and catalyst for change in the direction of improving educational practice for all students.
Research methodology
Research subject
The subject of this research is the advisory work of pedagogues with teachers in existing school practice, which is carried out with the aim of providing assistance and support to teachers in working with students with developmental disabilities. The starting point was the assumption that based on the statements of pedagogues and the opinions of teachers, we can see the content, method and difficulties of work when providing assistance and support to teachers in working with students with developmental disabilities.
Research goal and tasks
The main goal of the research is to present and analyze the practice of advisory work of school pedagogues with teachers, which is aimed at providing professional assistance and support to teachers in working with students with developmental disabilities.
Tasks:
1. Based on the statements of school educators, present and analyze the forms and contents of advisory work that they use and implement in order to provide professional assistance and support to teachers in working with students with developmental disabilities;
2. Based on the statements of school teachers, provide an overview and analysis of the most common difficulties and problems that arise during the process of implementing advisory work with teachers with the aim of providing professional assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities;
3. To examine teachers' opinions on the effects of the school pedagogue's advisory work with teachers in order to provide professional assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities.
Research sample
The sample in our research consists of 15 pedagogues and 100 teachers from elementary schools in the city of Belgrade.
Research methods, techniques and instruments
For the purposes of this research, we used the descriptive-analytical method. In the research itself, we used two complementary data collection techniques: surveying and interviewing. Using the interview technique, we collected data on what forms and contents of advisory work the educator uses in order to provide assistance and support to teachers in working with students with developmental disabilities and what difficulties and problems arise during the process of implementing advisory work with teachers in order to provide assistance and support to teachers in working with students with developmental disabilities, and using the survey technique, we collected data from teachers on the effects of the implemented advisory work whose topic is students with developmental disabilities. In the research, we used a questionnaire for teachers and an interview protocol for educators.
Research results and discussions
1. Forms and contents of advisory work of pedagogues with teachers with the aim of providing assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities

Educators listed the following as the most common activities they implement in advisory work with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities: individual conversations, organizing professional lectures; referring teachers to professional literature; analyzing pedagogical and legal documentation. Educators implement the aforementioned activities through continuous cooperation with teachers, visiting classes, through cooperation with professional institutions, conducting evaluations, and organizing workshops. With an individual teacher, pedagogues, through conversations, jointly identify the problem and come up with solutions for specific problems; discuss the individual needs of students; about developing a plan and program; about teaching work. When it comes to advisory work with a group of teachers, pedagogues organize professional lectures. We noticed that educators do more of the activities they implement in advisory work with individual teachers, which can be seen from the activities they listed, where they highlighted individual conversations in the first place. Creating a professional atmosphere and exchanging opinions between teachers and colleagues within the framework of educational work with students with developmental disabilities is a desirable type of activity, and the educator can contribute to encouraging collegial cooperation through his or her work. However, it can be seen from practice that this activity is not represented, that advisory work is most often based on individual conversations without encouraging cooperation and the exchange of professional experiences.
Specific topics of individual and group advisory conversations that pedagogues conduct with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities relate to: social relationships between students with developmental disabilities and other students; cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities; methods of assessing students with developmental disabilities; methods and forms of work with students with developmental disabilities; familiarization with the characteristics of developmental disabilities. A topic that is not mentioned in educational practice within the framework of pedagogues' advisory work with teachers is professional development. Although the Law on the Foundations of the Education System stipulates continuous professional development for teachers, in order for them to be able to assess the needs of students and methods for encouraging learning, pedagogues did not list professional development as a topic of advisory work with teachers. We received interesting information when asked about the method of providing assistance and support in the professional development of teachers in the field of working with students with developmental disabilities, where 12 out of 15 teachers said that they refer teachers to professional literature and organize seminars. This information tells us that teachers improve the quality and content of the program by organizing seminars in schools, however, there is a lack of introduction of innovative, reputable and exemplary classes through which teachers, with the help of teachers, enrich and improve their work, teachers poorly motivate teachers for continuous professional development and do not encourage teachers to present at meetings and gatherings where an atmosphere of discussion about working with students with developmental disabilities would be created.
We would like to highlight that within the framework of professional development, the pedagogue, through advisory work with the teacher, should pay special attention to training in the development of individual work plans. The number of pedagogues who apply an individual educational plan in their educational work, provide assistance to teachers in developing a pedagogical profile of students, in choosing activities, didactic resources and defining goals, tasks and outcomes.
	The modification of the curriculum and program for students with developmental disabilities has brought about a major problem of assessment. The teacher is the one who monitors the capabilities of the students and who adjusts the assessment and applies various assessment techniques. Educators provide assistance to teachers in the selection and application of techniques and procedures for assessing students with developmental disabilities, jointly devise the most adequate method of assessment; they use professional literature and the Assessment Rulebook. It is positive that in practice the teacher and the pedagogue jointly resolve the issue of assessing students with developmental disabilities. It would be even better and more acceptable for teachers if this topic were discussed in larger numbers, because then teachers would have the opportunity to transfer experiences and thus learn from each other.
When it comes to social relationships and interaction between students with developmental disabilities and their peers, from conversations with educators, we concluded that they provide assistance to teachers in fostering a positive climate in the school and classroom, in organizing group activities, in encouraging cooperation among students by organizing workshops, and help them prepare students to accept their peers with developmental disabilities. From the above, it can be seen that educators, through various activities, are truly responsible in fostering interaction and social relationships.
Parents of students with developmental disabilities are an indispensable part of the team when it comes to their children. It is the teacher who needs to develop a partnership with parents and maintain regular communication with them. The help of educators is essential in establishing and developing cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities. From the responses of educators, we saw that teachers do not have a well-developed cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities. Educators unanimously emphasize the necessary continuous cooperation between teachers and parents of students with developmental disabilities, and state that for these reasons, they often invite parents of students and initiate cooperation with them, plan visits from parents to teachers in order to motivate parents to actively cooperate. Through the conversation, they give teachers instructions on how to talk to parents, how to inform them about their children's work at school, and inform them of the problems that parents of such students face. Educators believe that it is important for teachers to gain the trust of parents because this will be reflected in the student in terms of providing coordinated and adequate attention and education. Most educators believe that parent education is of great importance, and they try to refer teachers and parents to professional literature and to organize joint activities between teachers and parents of students with developmental disabilities in order to encourage them to communicate, work as a team, socialize, and all of this, of course, in the interest of students with developmental disabilities.
2. Difficulties in implementing the advisory work of educators with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities

The following difficulties are most commonly cited:
· insufficient school capacity (i.e. large number of students in classes);
· poorly equipped schools;
· insufficient number of professional associates employed in schools;
· insufficient training of teachers;
· insufficient motivation of most teachers.
The above difficulties are caused by the fact that teachers and professional associates do not possess the necessary knowledge and skills necessary to work with students with developmental disabilities. Furthermore, overly extensive curricula force teachers to work frontally because this is the only way to implement the assigned program, and they fear that the presence of students with developmental disabilities in their large class would mean that they would have to devote a lot of time to individual work with them and that they would therefore not be able to implement the curriculum.
One of the topics was what is currently possible to do to overcome the aforementioned difficulties. There were many interesting ideas on this topic. The most interesting ones are:
· The most frequently mentioned need was professional development for principals, teachers and professional associates, as well as familiarization with examples of good practice and exchange of experiences with colleagues in the country and abroad;
· reduction of department size;
· increase in financial resources;
· harmonized working hours of employees so that they have more time to work with students with developmental disabilities;
· active, responsible and conscientious work performance;
· reduction of administration;
· raising awareness among parents and students;
· work in the field of improving cooperation between school professional associates and teachers.
In order to overcome these difficulties and problems, teamwork is needed from all those involved in the work of students with developmental disabilities. According to the pedagogue, the school principal, parents, professional associates, experts from the local community, a special education teacher and all other employees of the school institution should participate in resolving the above difficulties.
3. Teachers' opinions on the effects of the advisory work carried out on students with developmental disabilities
Table 1. Teachers' opinions on whether the advisory work of the school pedagogue with teachers helps teachers in implementing the listed tasks and activities within the framework of educational work with students with developmental disabilities

	Effects of advisory work
	Counseling helps.
	Counseling doesn't help

	
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Preparation, implementation, monitoring and analysis of teaching work in classes that include students with developmental disabilities
	88
	88.0
	12
	12.0

	Getting to know and understanding the individual characteristics of the specific educational needs of students with developmental disabilities
	78
	78.0
	22
	22.0

	Development and implementation of strategies and techniques to encourage positive social relationships in the classroom and interactions between students with developmental disabilities and their peers
	74
	74.0
	26
	26.0

	Establishing and developing cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities
	81
	81.0
	19
	19.0

	Professional development in the field of educational work with students with developmental disabilities
	80
	80.0
	20
	20.0


As can be seen from Table 1, the largest number of teachers surveyed in our study, 88 of them, believe that consulting with a pedagogue helps in the preparation, implementation, monitoring and analysis of teaching work in classes that include students with developmental disabilities. It is interesting to note that 81 teachers believe that consulting with a pedagogue helps in developing cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities. From the previous data analysis, we saw that pedagogues do indeed help teachers in developing cooperation with parents, which has proven to be a positive effect of the consulting work carried out, according to the surveyed teachers. As many as 80 teachers believe that consulting with a pedagogue helps in professional development in the field of educational work with students with developmental disabilities. It is contradictory that we received information from pedagogues that professional development is not a topic of conversation they have with teachers. Educators organize seminars and refer teachers to professional literature, but they do not hold discussions about professional development and do not agree with teachers about the organization of such. Teachers clearly do not share the opinion of pedagogues; judging by the answers, the help of pedagogues in the area of professional development is quite sufficient for them. 78 teachers believe that consulting with a pedagogue helps in getting to know and understanding the individual characteristics of students with developmental disabilities, and 74 of them believe that consulting with a pedagogue helps in encouraging positive social relations between students with developmental disabilities and other peers.
Table 1. Teachers' opinions on whether the advisory work of the school pedagogue with teachers helps teachers in implementing the listed tasks and activities within the framework of educational work with students with developmental disabilities (Continued…)
                                                        

	Effects of advisory work
	Counseling helps.
	Counseling doesn't help

	
	f
	%
	f
	%

	Modification and adaptation of the official curriculum to the specific educational needs of students with developmental disabilities
	87
	87.0
	13
	13.0

	Teacher selection of teaching methods and forms and teaching aids in accordance with the age of the students, the composition of the students in the class, individual characteristics and specific educational needs of the students
	82
	82.0
	18
	18.0

	Selection of teaching aids in accordance with the age of the students, the composition of the students in the class, individual characteristics and specific educational needs of the students
	78
	78.0
	22
	22.0

	Preparation and creation of tasks of varying levels of complexity for individual and individualized teaching work
	74
	74.0
	25
	25.0

	Developing strategies to encourage student engagement in the learning process
	75
	75.0
	24
	24.0

	Development and preparation of various techniques and procedures for evaluating teaching work
	75
	75.0
	23
	23.0

	Other
	/
	/
	/
	/



Based on the data in Table 1, we can conclude that consulting with a teacher helps teachers modify the curriculum to the specific needs of students with developmental disabilities. 82 of them stated that consulting with a teacher helps them choose teaching aids and work methods in accordance with the age of students with developmental disabilities. 74 teachers confirmed that consulting with a teacher helps in creating tasks of different levels of complexity for individualized work. This data indicates that when it comes to creating tasks, teachers work independently.
Table 2. Teachers' opinions on how a pedagogue can, through advisory work, assist teachers in the selection and application of procedures and techniques for assessing students with developmental disabilities

	Selection and application of procedures and techniques for assessing students with developmental disabilities
	F
	%

	By referring teachers to the Rules on Student Assessment in Primary Education
	64
	64.0

	By creating knowledge tests
	15
	15.0

	By determining the level of achievement for each student individually
	8
	8.0

	By attending classes
	5
	5.0

	Through discussion with the teacher, they find concrete solutions.
	4
	4.0

	Through the seminar
	4
	4.0

	Total
	100
	100.0



Table 2 shows that 64 teachers first of all pointed out that pedagogues most often refer them to the Student Assessment Rulebook when it comes to assessing students with developmental disabilities; then 15 of them say that pedagogues help them by jointly developing tests to test knowledge; 8 teachers point out that the pedagogue helps them by jointly determining achievement levels for each student separately; 5 teachers say that the pedagogue helps them by visiting classes. Only 4 teachers stated that through conversations with the pedagogue they receive specific solutions on how to proceed in choosing assessment techniques for students with developmental disabilities. Out of a total of 100 teachers, 36 of them receive specific help from the pedagogue through various activities, and the remaining 64 teachers, as we have seen from the attached, refer to the Assessment Rulebook.
Table 3. Teachers' opinions on how a pedagogue can help teachers get to know students with developmental disabilities through advisory work

	Getting to know students with developmental disabilities
	F
	%

	By educating teachers on the issue of developmental disabilities
	47
	47.0

	Through the creation of a student file
	32
	32.0

	By sharing experiences with the teacher
	14
	14.0

	By proposing an appropriate working method
	3
	3.0

	Through lectures, seminars, individual conversations
	2
	2.0

	By referring teachers to professional literature
	2
	2.0

	Total
	100
	100.0



Of the 100 teachers surveyed, 40 stated that referral to the issue of developmental disabilities is the most common way in which a teacher can help them get to know students with developmental disabilities through advisory work. 32 of them believe that a teacher can help them get to know developmental disabilities, individual characteristics and specific educational needs of students with developmental disabilities through monitoring students and creating student files. Only 14 teachers believe that a teacher can help them get to know students with developmental disabilities by creating a professional atmosphere and encouraging collegial cooperation and exchange of experiences among teachers. We noticed that very few teachers think that a teacher can help them get to know individual characteristics of students through professional development.
Table 4. Teachers' opinions on the ways in which a pedagogue can, through advisory work, help teachers in encouraging interaction and social relationships between students with developmental disabilities and their peers


	Encouraging interaction and social relationships between students with developmental disabilities and their peers
	F
	%

	By organizing workshops
	37
	37.0

	Introducing students with developmental disabilities to other students in the class at the beginning of the school year
	22
	22.0

	Implementation of sociometric testing
	14
	14.0

	By encouraging a positive climate in the department
	10
	10.0

	By including all students in common sections
	6
	6.0

	Introducing parents of other students in the class to the types and characteristics of students with developmental disabilities
	4
	4.0

	Encouraging other students to help students with developmental disabilities
	3
	3.0

	By giving a lecture
	2
	2.0

	Positive examples from pedagogical practice
	2
	2.0

	Total
	100
	100.0



From Table 4, we see that teachers emphasize organizing workshops as one of the ways in which educators can help them encourage interaction and social relationships between students with developmental disabilities and their peers. 22 of them think that introducing students with developmental disabilities to other students in the class at the beginning of the school year is an effective way for educators to provide assistance. Out of a total of 100 teachers, 14 believe that educators can contribute to improving social relationships by creating sociograms in the class. Although in school practice, educational work is based on teamwork of all employees, only 10 teachers emphasized that one of the ways in which educators can help them encourage interaction is through joint or team work of educators and teachers aimed at improving the climate in the class. Although acceptance of others occurs most easily in group activities in cooperative situations, out of the 100 teachers surveyed, 6 stated that interaction and social relationships can be encouraged by including students in joint sections and that they need the help of educators in organizing these group activities. Through the teachers' responses, we see that only 4 of them believe that educators can help them through professional development and through the exchange of positive examples from pedagogical practice.
Table 5. Teachers' opinions on the ways in which a pedagogue can, through advisory work, help teachers in establishing and developing cooperation between teachers and parents of students with developmental disabilities


	Establishing and developing cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities
	F
	%

	Organizing meetings between teachers and parents of students with developmental disabilities
	40
	40.0

	Introducing parents to the characteristics of students with developmental disabilities
	21
	21.0

	Providing advice to teachers on how to communicate with parents of students with developmental disabilities
	15
	15.0

	Organizing and participating in conversations between parents of students with developmental disabilities and teachers
	8
	8.0

	Encouraging parents to provide accurate information about the child's health, physical, intellectual and social condition
	6
	6.0

	Organizing professional development for parents
	5
	5.0

	Introducing parents to their children's potential
	3
	3.0

	Guiding teachers to collaborate with parents of students with developmental disabilities
	2
	2.0

	Total
	100
	100.0



When a child's developmental disability is identified, the most vulnerable part of the family are the parents. Parents are an important link in the relationship with the teacher, all with the aim of the child's most successful progress. In establishing and developing cooperation between teachers and parents of students with developmental disabilities, the educator, according to the teachers, can help them organize meetings with the parents of the students, then in introducing the parents of other students to the specificities of students with developmental disabilities. What is important and what few teachers, 15 of them, recognized as a way of providing assistance by the educator is giving advice to teachers on how to communicate with the parents of those students, how to address them, what to expect from them during the conversation, how to lead and direct the conversation. Only 8 teachers believe that educators should be present at the conversation between parents and teachers. And 5 teachers point out that the pedagogue can help them organize professional development for parents, with the aim of raising their awareness and involving them in certain forms of school work.
Table 6. Teachers' opinions on how the advisory work of educators can help teachers in achieving the process of professional development in the areas of work with students with developmental disabilities

	Suggested answers
	YES/NO
	F
	%

	Selection of professional literature and other challenges for individual professional development
	Yes
	59
	59.0

	
	No
	41
	41.0

	Selection of accredited professional development programs that teachers can attend
	Yes
	62
	62.0

	
	No
	38
	38.0

	Selection of content of professional lectures organized at the school
	Yes
	44
	44.0

	
	No
	56
	56.0

	Selection of methods and forms of work for various forms of professional development organized at school
	Yes
	37
	37.0

	
	No
	63
	63.0



Table 6 shows that the advisory work of educators can help teachers in the process of professional development in the field of working with students with developmental disabilities in choosing accredited professional development programs that teachers can attend and in choosing professional literature and other challenges for individual professional development. Teachers believe that pedagogues do not help them through advice in choosing methods and forms of work for different forms of professional development organized in school and do not help them in choosing the content of professional lectures organized in school. These data obtained from teachers are consistent with the data we obtained from educators.
Conclusion
Based on the results of this research, it can be concluded that:
· The advisory work of pedagogues with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities, according to the pedagogues, takes place through the following activities : individual conversations, organizing professional lectures; referring teachers to professional literature; analysis of pedagogical and legal documentation;
· The topics of individual and group counseling conversations that educators conduct with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities relate to: social relationships between students with developmental disabilities and other students; cooperation with parents of students with developmental disabilities; methods of assessing students with developmental disabilities; methods and forms of working with students with developmental disabilities; familiarization with the characteristics of developmental disabilities;
· Educators encounter the following difficulties in implementing advisory work with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities: lack of time; burdened by the regular curriculum; large number of students in classes; poor equipment in schools; insufficient number of professional associates employed in schools; insufficient training of teachers; insufficient motivation of the majority of teachers;
· According to teachers, the advisory work of pedagogues with teachers in order to provide assistance and support in working with students with developmental disabilities, mostly helps teachers in: preparing, implementing, monitoring and analyzing teaching work in classes that include students with developmental disabilities; in modifying and adapting the official curriculum to the specific educational needs of students with developmental disabilities; in choosing teaching methods and forms of teaching work and teaching aids in accordance with the age of the students, the composition of the students in the class, individual characteristics and specific educational needs of the students.
From all of the above, we can conclude that continuous professional development of both teachers and pedagogues is necessary in order to jointly solve problems in educational practice and to be able to adequately respond to all the demands placed on them when it comes to working with students with developmental disabilities.
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