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Introduction 
 

Children should grow up in a family and they should not be forced to leave their home 

and parents because of insufficient accessibility of appropriate education in the residential 

proximity. In Latvia, 52 % of school age children with special needs (CWSN) do not spend most 

of their time with their families but in special boarding schools (Ministry of Education and 

Science, 2012a). For the preschool age group, there is no available information on the proportion 

of children in special boarding preschools. At the same time, the need for special support among 

children in preschools is much larger than any official statistics report. Furthermore, there are no 

data in the country overall on how many children age zero to five are in need of special support 

to overcome their developmental delays. This situation is the outcome of approaches that have 

developed in the governance and funding of education of CWSN.  

This study aims to examine the current structure of CWSN education governance and its 

funding mechanisms, which is a major government steering tool for achieving the desired public 

policy goals, in order to identify the shortcomings to the equity, efficiency, and effectiveness of 

the system. By educational equity in this study we understand the possibility for CWSN to access 

quality education respective of their special needs via educational programs which are carried out 

by educational institutions of their choice or the choice of their parents. The concept of efficiency 

asks whether the current structure of governing and funding education for CWSN is the best way 

for achieving equity in educational access for CWSN. Finally, the concept of effectiveness 

addresses the issue of costs in funding equity and efficiency in education for CWSN. 

The issues of equity, efficiency, and effectiveness in CWSN education are approached in 

this study on three levels of governance – the national level, municipal level, and the level of 

educational institutions. On the national level, this study examines the general structure for 

funding and governing the provision of education to CWSN. On municipal level local practices 

of distributing funding and providing educational support needed for CWSN are examined. 

Finally, on the institutional level the study inquires about the experiences at compulsory schools 

and preschools in ensuring education to CWSN under the current model of funding and 

governance. 

All these three levels of governance are engaged in ensuring the provision of education to 

CWSN in any other country internationally. The review of CWSN education funding and 

governance approaches in various European countries and North America shows similarities as 

well as differences which are based on the general policy goal to promote full and nearly full 

inclusion or balanced inclusive and segregated educational opportunities to CWSN. Among 

common features of all reviewed policies is the provision of funding to education on a per capita 

bases, additional funding for supporting special needs in education, and responsibility to fund 

special education provision is shared between the state and the local level. Differences are 

observed in the formulas of how funding is allocated in relation to the desired education policy 

goals for CWSN.  

For example, the province of New Brunswick in Canada has a policy of full inclusion 

(Evans, 2011). Only a few children with hearing impairments are educated out of the province in 

segregated settings. In one school district funding is allocated to schools on a per capita basis and 

contains about 6% additional funds on the assumption that some of the children in the school will 

have special needs. Additional funding to this is provided by the provincial government to fund 

initiatives relevant to special education such as enrichment programs, tutoring, and kindergarten 
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inclusion. In this model, special needs students receive additional funding that works out to be 

twice the cost of the ordinary child.  

In another North American example from the State of Colorado in the United States, we 

observe a funding model with incentives for mainstream schools to include children with more 

significant disabilities as segregated special schools and mainstream schools are funded based on 

a similar formula (Evans, 2011). In this model, schools receive a per capita funding with special 

education funds tied to the general school funding formula. A flat percentage is added to allow 

special needs provision to receive additional support in education generally. This formula also 

includes adjustments for poverty, and it allocates funding to arrange for the evaluation of the 

effectiveness of the policy measures taken. The sources of funding are local property tax 

revenues and allocations from the state. This funding model provides mainstream schools with an 

incentive to serve CWSN and thus keep them on roll and also to keep the additional funds 

because letting the children go to special schools would mean that the regular school would lose 

the additional funds.  

A similar approach, where special educational institutions and mainstream schools are 

working under the same funding model is implemented in Lithuania, a country next to Latvia. 

Since independence from the Soviet Union, Lithuania has actively sought to advance inclusive 

education while decentralizing the provision of education to the municipal level. In this “money 

follows the child” model,  children with special needs receive a 35% increase in per capita 

funding  which may be spent either in special or regular schools. For children with more complex 

need this additional amount may be increased to two or three times per individual child based on 

the special needs (Evans, 2011; Seimas, 2011). 

  As the last example in this brief review of select international approaches to CWSN 

education funding and governance, we present Sweden. The example of Sweden is relevant as 

during the last decade its educational funding reforms have served as an example in modeling 

possible changes of general education funding in Latvia. Most CWSN in Sweden are educated in 

inclusive settings (EADSNE, 2009, p. 28). At the same time, there are also special schools for 

students with learning disabilities funded by municipalities. The national government runs three 

national and five regional special schools for children with visual impairment combined with 

additional disabilities, deafness or hearing impairment combined with learning disabilities, and 

severe speech and language disorders (EADSNE, 2009). Municipalities need to return some of 

their per capita grant to the national government for children who are being educated in  these 

nationally run special schools. Overall, school funding in Sweden is shared between the state and 

municipalities. The national government does not allocate separate funds to municipalities for 

special education. On the municipal level each local government has its own system of allocating 

funding to schools, although approaches are quite similar. Often a basic amount is determined on 

a per capita basis adding resources for pupils with special needs, etc. Then each school is 

responsible for allocating these means in a way that all individual needs of students are met. 

Theoretically, municipal funding to schools should be distributed according to the characteristics 

of the student body at school. In practice, however, this principle is observed relatively rarely and 

generally all students receive roughly the same amount of per capita funding (Ministry of 

Education and Research in Sweden, 2011). A feature which is very well demonstrated in funding 

education in Sweden, however, is the high investment in pre-school education with the highest 

per capita funding as compared to other levels of education.   

In this study about funding and governing education for CWSN in Latvia we focus on the 

level of pre-school and elementary school. Our approach is holistic in a sense that we focus on 

the equity, efficiency, and costs of the system overall, without distinguishing in detail by specific 

types of special needs. This is due to the need to evaluate the overall system of educational 

provision to CWSN as it frames any funding decisions in regards to different groups of special 

needs. At the same time, the primary concern in this study is about governing and funding 
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educational provision to children whose special needs arise from functional impairment and who 

are diagnosed to be in need of special support in education by a Pedagogical Med Committee 

(PMC).  

We should also explain that in Latvia‟s context, CWSN include both children with and 

without officially diagnosed disability. It is because the terms “disability” and “special needs” 

are not synonyms. The main governing national body on disability issues is the Ministry of 

Welfare, whereas “special needs” is the term associated with the sector of education governed by 

the Ministry of Education and Science (MoES). According to Latvia‟s legislation, “disability” is 

a medical condition associated with a partial or full loss of ability to work (Saeima, 2010a). The 

term “special needs” also addresses functional impairment; however, it is used to identify a 

special target group in education – students who need a special approach to succeed in acquiring 

education (Saeima, 1998). Not all CWSN have a disability. In order to be consistent with the 

terminology used in the sector of education in Latvia, in this study we use the term “special 

needs” which also includes children with disability.  

Research design description 
 

This policy evaluation is an inquiry into the equity, efficiency, and costs of governance 

and funding of education for CWSN on the national, municipal, and institutional level. 

Participants in the study represent the key stakeholder groups in CWSN education which are the 

representatives of ministries and NGO‟s on the national level, municipal representatives on the 

municipal level, and representatives of educational institutions on the level of preschool and 

elementary education.  

The study was carried out by applying a case study research strategy which included desk 

research, semi-structured interviews with policy stakeholders, and a survey of municipalities.  

Participants in the study on the national level were selected based on their competence on the 

questions of CWSN education. The Ministry of Education and Science as the main institution 

responsible for CWSN education policy was represented the most broadly.  Participants from the 

ministries of Welfare and Health were included in the study since some questions in their 

competence are related to education of CWSN. The point of view of the umbrella NGO for 

disability organizations was important in order to have a perspective of the people towards which 

the policies of CWSN education are oriented. 

 Municipal case studies were designed in order to closely examine how governance and 

funding policies are carried out on the local level, including institutions of preschool and 

elementary education. Municipal cases were purposively selected based on their wealth, location, 

and the presence of different forms of education for CWSN. Our goal was to select diverse 

municipal cases in order to understand the characteristics of educational provision for CWSN in 

different local contexts in Latvia. The contrasting of different cases was also our approach in 

selecting educational institutions for this study located at the municipalities. The selection of 

educational institutions, representatives of which were interviewed in the study, was an important 

aspect in selecting the municipal cases. Overall, we were able to examine three different 

municipal cases with diverse representation of educational institutions. Study participants from 

these municipalities were recruited based on their competences in respect to CWSN education 

funding and governance. 

In order to preserve anonymity of participants in the study, we do not include any 

identifying information on municipalities or their representatives, which also includes 

representatives of educational institutions. When referring to study participants representing the 

national level, we do identify the organization, but not specific individuals. 
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Table: Research sites and participants 
 
National level 
 

 
Municipal level including educational institutions 

 Ministry of Education 
and Science. 
Participants interviewed: 
(1) Deputy Secretary of 
State; (2) Deputy Chief 
of Professional and 
General Education 
Department; (3) the 
Chair of the project 
“Development of support 
system for students with 
functional impairment”  

 Ministry of Welfare. 
Participants interviewed: 
(1) a senior expert at the 
Department of Social 
Services and Social 
Assistance; (2) the Chair 
of Equal Opportunities 
Policy Division   

 Ministry of Health. 
Participants interviewed: 
(1) the Chair of Public 
Health Department; (2) 
the Chair of Division for 
Promoting Public Health 

 The national umbrella 
body for disability 
organizations “Sustento”. 
Participants interviewed: 
(1) the Chair of the 
board; (2) the 
Coordinator of health 
policy  

Case 1: Large and 
wealthy urban 
municipality – hosts 
inclusive and special 
schools and preschools 
as well as special 
boarding schools 

Participants interviewed:  

 The senior specialist of social 
services to families and children at 
the municipal Welfare Department  

 The principal of a special school – 
development center  

 The assistant principle of an inclusive 
elementary school which collaborates 
with the abovementioned special 
school – development centre 

 The principal of an inclusive 
preschool  

Case 2: A regional 
economically 
disadvantaged 
municipality with urban 
and rural area in the 
western part of the 
country – hosts special 
and inclusive schools and 
preschools and a special 
boarding school 

Participants interviewed:  

 The deputy in chief of the municipal 
Authority of Education 

 Preschool education specialist at the 
municipal Authority of Education 

 The principal of a special boarding 
school 

 The principal of an inclusive 
elementary school 

Case 3: A regional 
economically 
disadvantaged 
municipality with urban 
and rural area in the 
eastern part of the 
country – hosts only 
inclusive schools and an 
inclusive preschool 

Participants interviewed:  

 Children’s rights and preschool 
education specialist at the municipal 
Authority of Education 

 The principal, an assistant principal, 
and a psychologist of an inclusive 
elementary school 

 The principal of an inclusive 
preschool 

A municipal survey on the practices of funding CWSN education on 
the level of preschool and elementary education:  
Total sample size: all 118 municipalities in Latvia 
Respondents: 52 municipalities representative of the total population 
in terms of wealth and size 

In order to achieve generalizable results on municipal experiences and practices when 

funding and governing education for CWSN, we conducted an on-line survey. An invitation to 

fill out a survey questionnaire on-line or in the email attachment was sent to the head of 

educational department or authority at each municipality at all 118 municipalities in Latvia. 

There were few responses after the first invitation attempt. After the second and the third 

invitation attempt, we received filled in survey questionnaires from 52 municipalities, 

representative of the diversity of municipalities in the country by type, location, size, and 

unemployment as an indicator for wealth. The results of municipal survey are discussed 

throughout the paper and complement the results of case study analysis presented in the 

following sections of this manuscript. 

To present the evidence and derive conclusions, we chose to describe the system and 

policy of CWSN education funding and governance on the national and municipal level. Our 

analysis in this paper was framed by theoretical propositions about the necessity to ensure equal 

educational opportunities for CWSN, considering also the aspects of efficiency and costs in 

equitable educational provision. 
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General description of funding and governing education for children 

with special needs in Latvia 
 

The responsibility for ensuring that CWSN have equal access to pre-school and 

elementary education in Latvia rests on municipalities. On the national level, the MoES is the 

institution responsible for CWSN educational policy. It formulates the policy and oversees its 

implementation, including the allocations of funding for education to municipalities. All 

educational institutions and alternative provisions of education for CWSN in the country operate 

under the auspices of the MoES. 

There are five possible ways of obtaining compulsory education, which starts with the 

compulsory preschool at the age of five, for CWSN in Latvia: special school, special class in a 

regular school, inclusive school, special boarding school, home-schooling. Preschool education 

for CWSN below compulsory school age is available at special preschools and inclusive 

preschools. Many special preschools are with a boarding option, although the MoES appears not 

have information about the exact number of preschoolers using the boarding option. 

  

Figure: The structure of education funding for children with special needs in Latvia 

 
Source: The figure is composed based on the regulations nr. 825 (2010), 1616 (2009) of the Cabinet of Ministers, 

and the evidence obtained in this study. 

 

 The governmental funding for CWSN education is channeled through municipalities to 

educational institutions implementing governmentally licensed special education programs on the 

level of compulsory education, which includes compulsory pre-school. Educational institutions 

which receive this funding are inclusive schools and special schools with no boarding option – 

we call them “special day schools” in this paper to better distinguish them from special boarding 

schools. The key difference between the last two types of institutions, besides the boarding 

option, is in the model of funding. While governmental subsidies for special day schools are 

allocated trough municipalities in the same way and by the same formula as for regular schools, 

special boarding schools are funded directly from the national budget and based on a different 

funding formula.  

Currently traditionally segregated schools for CWSN have the word “special” in their title 

as a signifier of a specific type of institution. The government plans to change the regulations and 

to remove this term from the title of these educational institutions, in order to reduce the 
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institutional segregation in the system of education which affects future opportunities for 

graduates of special schools (Falka, 2012). At the same time, there are debates if the term 

“special” should be removed from the titles of all institutions. Should be mentioned that changes 

discussed concern only the institutional titles and the not mechanism of funding which is another 

characteristic of institutional segregation within the system of education. 

 On the preschool level, direct governmental funding is provided to special preschools for 

all age groups. On contrary, there is no governmental funding to inclusive preschools for children 

below the age of five. These educational institutions depend solely on municipal budget. Private 

preschools are funded by parental fees and the same principle of no governmental funding 

applies. Some municipalities subsidize parental fees at private preschools from the local budget 

in case there are an insufficient number of places at publicly funded kindergartens in the 

municipality.  

 Direct and indirect financial 

support that different educational 

institutions educating CWSN can rely 

on comes from various NGOs and also 

from the funds of the European Union. 

However, this support is mostly 

project based and does not provide 

sustainable operational funds for 

CWSN education. Thus, the public – 

taxes based national budget - is the 

most significant source of funding for 

providing quality CWSN education in 

Latvia.  

All educational institutions 

which admit students with formally 

diagnosed special needs and claim 

public funding are required to have an 

appropriate licensed special education 

programs. Overall, there are nine types 

of special education programs which 

educational institutions can license 

(Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 

990, 2008; OECD, 2009). CWSN in 

programs for children with visual or 
hearing impairments, physical 

disabilities, somatic illnesses, speech 

and language disabilities, learning 

disabilities and mental health disorders 

acquire full content of education 

standard for their grade level. Students 

in special education programs for children with disabilities of mental development and children with 

severe mental retardation or several severe combined developmental disorders, acquire modified 

content and have different expected outcomes. Educational institutions can license several different 

special education programs at the same time. 
In Latvia, educational programs are licensed by the Educational Quality State Agency 

based on the application of the educational institution (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 775, 

2009; Saeima, 1998). Children‟s special needs are diagnosed by PMC at the municipal or 

national level, based on the application of parents or guardians (VISC, 2010). The PMC besides 

Special education programs in Latvia (with the program 

code assigned by law to each program): 

- Special education program for children with visual 

impairments (pr. code 51) 

- Special education program for children with hearing 

impairments (pr. code 52) 

- Special education program for children with physical 

disabilities (pr. code 53) 

- Special education program for children with chronic 

health problems also called somatic illnesses (pr. code 

54) 

- Special education program for children with speech 

and language disabilities (pr. code 55) 

- Special education program for children with learning 

disabilities (pr. code 56) 

- Special education program for children with mental 

health disorders (pr. code 57) 

- Special education program for children with 

disabilities of mental development (pr. code 58) 

- Special education program for children with severe 

mental retardation or several severe combined 

developmental disorders (pr. code 59) 

- The source: Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations nr. 990 (2008); OECD (2009) 
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diagnosing the special needs, must also suggest an appropriate education program based on the 

child‟s special needs. No PMC can suggest a specific educational institution. This decision is 

made by parents.  

To seek the expertise of a PMC parents can be advised by teachers, school psychologists, 

family doctors or children‟s rights officers at 

the municipality if observations of the child 

indicate the likely existence of  special needs. 

Municipal PMCs examine preschool or early 

primary school age children. The national 

PMC examines children if their parents do 

not agree with either the diagnosis issued or 

the special education program recommended 

by a municipal PMC. The national PMC also 

examines children and recommends 

education programs, starting grade 5 when 

children usually are at the age of 11 to12, and 

for all age groups in the cases of visual, 

hearing impairment, physical disabilities or 

somatic illnesses. 

Municipal PMCs are financed by 

local municipalities and form a part of the 

overall system of supporting the provision of quality education to CWSN and are expected to 

assist schools and parents with their expertise. Municipal PMCs, in turn, can receive assistance 

from eight regional Inclusive Education Support Centers created in 2011 in the scope of a 

national project funded by the European Social Fund (ESF) (VISC, n.d. b). Facilitating the 

development of expertise at local PMCs and other municipal institutions on how to best serve 

educational needs of CWSN, is one of the tasks of the regional Inclusive Education Support 

Centers in order to promote an inclusive educational environment in Latvia. The second task of 

the regional centers is to provide assistance in developing individual support plans for individual 

CWSN - especially in the cases of complex disorders -, which also includes consulting the 

teaching and support staff at school on how to work better with the specific student. There are 

some questions in respect to sustainability of this inclusive education support system. While 

municipal and national PMCs are funded by local and national budget respectively, the regional 

Inclusive Education Support Centers are financed from the ESF until 2013. After this date, the 

viability of regional centers will depend on the availability of local and national funding on 

which there is no current certainty. 

Special schools-development centers are another component in the inclusive education 

support system (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 221, 2003). Governmental regulations 

require that a school-development center works directly with at least 60 students a year in 

inclusive settings in order to help them to reaching their educational goals. The center also has to 

consult schools and parents in supporting education of CWSN in inclusive settings. Engaging 

special schools in supporting inclusive educational institutions is a logical step given that 

historically and also now a lot of expertise on working with CWSN is concentrated at institutions 

of special education and inclusive schools are still acquiring it. Overall, there are five such 

development centers in the country – one for blind and visually impaired students, one for 

children with hearing impairments, one for children with learning disorders, and two for children 

with disabilities of mental development. Special schools-development centers are entitled to receive 

additional funding from the national budget for fulfilling their consulting and methodological 

assistance duties to inclusive education institutions, students, and parents. At the same time, there is 

no transparency on how the amount of this funding is calculated. The allocation of this funding seems 

Activities of municipal PMCs in 2010 

The number of PMCs: 56 

The total number of children examined: 6055 

General consultation provided to 376 children 

Home-schooling recommended to 1120 children 

Special education programs recommended to 

4559 children. Of these children: special preschool 

education program recommended to 64%, special 

elementary education program to 26%, and 

general education program to 10% of children 
The source: VISC (2010) 
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to depend on the annual size of the national budget as well as on government priorities. Such an 

approach to funding involves threats to the sustainability of this inclusive education support model as 

well as limits the possibility to evaluate consistently the efficiency of the collaboration between 

special schools-development centers and their target audience. 

An additional feature of supporting education of CWSN in inclusive settings includes 

school level support measures such as individualized study plans, extended time or adjusted text 

size in the exams, etc. (Saeima, 1999; VISC, n.d. a).  

Overall, the governance of education for children with special needs involves multiple 

stakeholders such as various types of educational institutions, municipalities, governmental 

institutions, NGOs, and parents. In this paper we address the governance issues from directly 

obtained perspectives of four stakeholders – government, NGO, municipalities, and educational 

institutions. A limitation in this study is the absence of directly obtained parental perspectives. 

Yet, we attempt to mitigate this limitation via evidence on parental role in CWSN education 

obtained from interviews with other stakeholders in this study.  

The sources of CWSN education funding in Latvia include the national budget, municipal 

allocations, and funding of the EU and NGOs. In this paper we only touch upon the funding 

provided by the EU and NGOs. Our main focus is on how nationally generated tax funding is 

channeled on the national and municipal level for inclusive preschool under age of 5, compulsory 

education at mainstream and special day schools, and to special preschools and special boarding 

schools. In the next sections of the paper we proceed with the discussion of aforementioned 

issues of CWSN education governance and finance in Latvia. 

 

 

Governing and funding education for children with special needs by 

municipalities 
 

 The amount of governmental subsidies to municipalities for children in compulsory 

education at mainstream, inclusive, and special day schools is calculated by a per capita formula. 

The base funding in this formula consists of a teacher‟s minimum gross wage, estimated teaching 

work load, and additional amount for 

administrative costs (Cabinet of 

Ministers, Regulations Nr. 399, 2001; 

Nr. 1616, 2009; Nr. 836, 2011). To 

calculate the amount of educational 

subsidy relevant to CWSN education 

to be transferred to each municipality, 

the MoES applies different 

coefficients per number of children in 

various grade levels and in special 

education programs.  
A reduced coefficient of 0.75, 

which means smaller subsidy, is 

applied to compulsory preschool and 

primary school up to grade four. A 

coefficient of 1 is applied to the 

number of students in the grades 5 to 

9. The largest grade level subsidy goes to secondary education, calculated with an increased 

 
The source: Municipal survey in this study 
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coefficient of 1.25. Specifically for CWSN 

education programs, there is an increased 

coefficient 1.6 applied to the base funding 

when calculating the amount of 

governmental subsidy. This increased 

special education funding coefficient is 

applied to only children with formally 

diagnosed special needs in licensed special 

education programs at inclusive schools 

or special day schools. The same increase 

percentage in funding is provided to all 

special education programs, without 

distinguishing by the type of special needs 

that the program serves (Cabinet of 

Ministers, Regulations Nr. 1616, 2009). This 

approach can be questioned since some 

special needs in education require expensive 

equipment while others can be satisfied with 

expenses nearly equal to those of regular students (An interview with a representative of the 

Ministry of Education and Science, November 22, 2011). This is true for both inclusive schools 

and special day schools.  

Overall in the current funding system of mainstream and special day schools, the smallest 

funding is allocated to inclusive education of CWSN in compulsory preschool and lower primary 

grades due to the reduced grade level coefficient. This works to disadvantage of municipalities 

with fewer children who tend to be younger and thus enrolled in lower level education programs. 

Limited resources do not allow for proper early intervention to mitigate special needs in 

education among young age children. 

Another issue, is that the funding for CWSN at mainstream schools is not earmarked and 

municipalities have the right to redistribute the resources they receive from the government based 

on the local needs in education (Saeima, 1998).
 
We asked municipalities in the survey about how 

they allocate funding to special education programs at regular schools. Among 51 municipalities 

who answered the question, 33 (64%) said they allocate funding in full amount as suggested by 

the national regulations; 4 (8%) said their schools do not implement special education programs 

at mainstream schools; and 9 (18%) 

municipalities answered they 

redistribute funding in favor of small 

schools which would otherwise not be 

sustainable. Five municipalities (10%) 

surveyed have other models of local 

redistribution of funding among which 

one municipality splits the funding 

evenly among its all three schools and 

one applies a locally determined 

increased coefficient for small schools 

and special education programs. A 

municipality with the largest number 

of special day schools said it assures 

that special day schools receive the 

funding exactly for the number of 

children in special education programs 

 
The source: Municipal survey in this study 

 
The source: Municipal survey in this study 
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at various grade levels. 

 Thus, the rule of per capita funding “money follows the student” nationally applies only 

in distributing money to municipalities. On the municipal level, it is not assured that CWSN at 

mainstream schools are receiving increased funding for their education, even if they are enrolled 

in licensed special education programs. In distributing educational subsidy to schools, municipal 

decisions are framed by the national regulations on the minimal amount of allocation per child 

which is not less than 347 LVL (494 EUR) a year (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 399, 

2001; Saeima, 1998). This minimum allocation threshold is the same for all children up to grade 

9, regardless of whether they have special needs or not. Thus, there is a risk that regular 

schools are allocated insufficient funding for providing quality education to CWSN.  

Differentiation in the minimum funding at regular and special day schools depends on the 

average class size at school. The smallest average class size is eight students where the minimum 

funding allocation should be 638 LVL (908 EUR), amount obtained by multiplying the base 

funding of 347 LVL with a coefficient 1.840. If the average class size is 34 students, the 

minimum allocation is 50%  (a coefficient of 0.5) of 347 LVL base funding intended for covering 

teacher‟s wages (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 399, 2001). The smaller the institution – 

the larger the minimum cost per student per year. Special day schools are likely to belong to the 

group of small institutions with smaller class sizes. Rural mainstream schools are likely to belong 

to this group as well. Nevertheless, there is a critical difference between these two types of 

institutions in terms of receiving government funding. Special day schools receive increased 

funding because all or nearly all their students have diagnosed special needs. Small regular 

schools and regular schools in general, due to municipal funding distribution approaches 

cannot be sure to have larger funding for CWSN.  
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While the government does 

not set the minimum allocation for 

CWSN in municipal mainstream 

schools, it has set the maximum limit 

for the expenses on special education 

support staff. According to this 

regulation, for the wages of the 

schools‟ administration, librarian, 

career consultant, speech therapist, 

psychologist, special education 

teacher, assistant teacher the 

municipality can spend no more than 

15% of the subsidy for education 

(Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations 

Nr. 1616, 2009). Amount of money 

spent for administration‟s wages 

though should not be greater than 

12%. Thus, 3% of government‟s 

educational subsidy is earmarked for 

support staff for CWSN, school‟s 

library and a career consultant for students. Such earmarked subsidy is recent and there is no 

current information about its benefits. At the same time, representatives of inclusive schools and 

municipalities interviewed in this study acknowledge that inclusive schools are in acute need of 

CWSN support specialists. At the moment, these specialists, as compared to the number and size 

of schools, are predominantly employed at special educational institutions. In 2010/2011,  – 30% 

- of speech therapists‟ work load, 

14% of psychologists‟ workload, and 

15% of special education teachers‟ 

work load concentrated at special 

schools (Reigase, 2011).  

Municipalities are allowed to 

contribute from the local budget to 

funding wages, educational supplies, 

equipment and infrastructure of their 

schools. However, municipal 

contributions depend heavily on local 

revenues which are often too limited 

to provide any kind of additional 

funding. Those most at risk of 

insufficient support, due to the local 

fiscal constraints, are CWSN under 

the age of 5 who attend inclusive 

preschools. Funding education for this group of children rests solely on municipal budgets as the 

government funds only the wages of compulsory preschool teachers starting at the age of five 

(Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 1616, 2009). Such a situation is critical because early 

intervention is crucial for mitigating and overcoming developmental disorders (EADSNE, 2010). 

Variations in municipal funding amounts, at least to some extent, should be evened out by the 

government‟s rules on minimum expenses per child per year in preschool overall (Saeima, 1998). 

The minimum allocation per child per year which includes funding for educational supplies and 

maintenance at mainstream preschools should be 75% of such costs at regular elementary school in 

 
The source: Municipal survey in this study 

 
The source: Municipal survey in this study 
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the municipality. The minimum base expenses for preschool teachers‟ wages is 340 LVL (484 EUR) 

per child per year (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 381, 2002). 

Municipal representatives admit that availability of CWSN education support staff such 

as psychologists, speech therapists, special education teachers for mainstream educational 

institutions is determined by the availability of financial resources in the municipality. Hiring of 

these specialists is particularly challenging at municipalities with small number of students 

because the current per capita funding formula does not ensure sufficient funding. At the same 

time, a municipal representative interviewed in this study acknowledges that much depends on 

how wisely the municipality manages its resources and what strategies it implements to meet the 

need for CWSN education support specialists. One option that municipalities choose, is to hire 

these specialists at municipality level to work with several or all municipal schools. At the same 

time, under the current financing and governance model much depends on the local 

understanding and financial capacity in ensuring equitable access to quality education for 

CWSN.  

Governing and funding education for children with special needs at 

special educational institutions 
 

 There are three types of special education institutions that we distinguish in this study: 

special day schools, special boarding schools, and special preschools. In terms of governance and 

funding, special day schools belong to one group, but special boarding schools and preschools – 

to another.  

 The national government allocates resources to municipalities for special day schools the 

same way as to municipal mainstream schools based on a per capita formula with increased 

funding for children in special education programs and by grade level. Our investigation suggests 

that unlike mainstream schools, which may not receive the funding for CWSN in full  from the 

municipality, special day schools receive their funds from the national budget (Information 

provided by a municipality in the study, April 2012). The government does not fund any separate 

maintenance costs or supplies for special day schools. In this perspective, special day schools are 

in a similar position to mainstream schools and depend on their municipality. 

A very different approach to funding is applied to special boarding schools and special 

preschools. These institutions are funded entirely by the central government. Funds are allocated 

for the wages of teachers, other staff, and also maintenance costs. The maintenance costs, which 

include all but teacher‟s wages, are calculated by a per capita formula. The base amount for these 

expenses per student per month is 185 LVL (264 EUR) (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 

825, 2010). Special preschools are entitled to receive exactly this amount. Special boarding 

schools are entitled to a larger amount of maintenance cost funding - 249 LVL (355 EUR) a 

month per student. For students who attend special boarding schools but do not use their 

accommodations, these schools should receive 157 LVL (224 EUR) per student per month. 

Currently special boarding schools do not receive the full amount of maintenance funding due to 

the national budget constraints. They are transferred about 75% of the funding they should 

receive according to the law (An interview with a representative of the Ministry of Education and 

Science, January 23, 2012). At the same time, there is no transparency in how this reduction of 

funds is distributed across these institutions. A shortcoming in this funding model, like for 

regular and special day schools is that the same amount per student is applied to all types of 

educational programs, regardless of the disability. Such an approach is not equitable and efficient  

from an educational quality perspective, as educational supplies and equipment for some 
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disabilities are more expensive than for others. (An interview with a representative of the 

Ministry of Education and Science, November 22, 2011).  

 Due to the reduction in the budget, special boarding schools are unlikely to meet the 

requirements on minimal expenses for the implementation of special education programs at their 

institutions. The minimum base funding allocation per child in elementary education programs at 

special boarding schools and special preschools is the same as at special day schools and 

mainstream schools - 347 LVL (494 EUR) a year. However, unlike the last two types of school, 

special boarding schools have differentiated minimum funding for CWSN based on the type of 

special education program. The lowest minimal amount per child per year – 447 LVL (636 EUR) 

– is to be allocated to special education programs for visually impaired children in grades 7 to 9 

who acquire their education in a part-time mode. The highest minimum amount per student a 

year – 2082 LVL (2965 EUR) – is assigned to children in full care with severe mental retardation 

or several severe combined developmental disorders. Other types of special education programs 

carried out by special boarding schools have the minimum expenses set in between these two 

extremes, two to five times larger than the minimum base funding (Cabinet of Ministers, 

Regulations Nr. 399, 2001). 

 The approach to setting the minimum allocation for teachers‟ wages at special boarding 

schools is the same as at mainstream and special day schools – depending on the average class 

size at the educational institution. Smaller average class sizes means that larger funding should 

be allocated (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 399, 2001). It is likely that most special 

boarding schools are entitled to larger minimum allocation due to the small average class size. 

There are special boarding schools which enroll less than a hundred students (Committee for 

Evaluation of Special Schools, 2009). Class sizes at special boarding schools are set by 

educational institutions themselves based on the resources available.  
Differentiation of minimum education expenses per CWSN works differently for special 

preschools. The minimum expenses for maintenance, which also include educational supplies, are set 

at the same level as for regular preschools – 75% of these costs at regular elementary school in the 

municipality. However, the minimum funding for teachers‟ wages is set more than two times higher 

than for regular preschools – 768 LVL (1094 EUR) per student per year (Cabinet of Ministers, 

Regulations Nr. 381, 2002). Like in the case of special boarding schools, special preschools 

determine the class sizes themselves depending on the available financing. 

The rules for teachers‟ compensation at special boarding schools, special day schools, and 

inclusive compulsory education programs and schools are the same (Cabinet of Ministers, 

Regulations Nr. 836, 2011). The lowest net monthly wage for work load of 21 hours a week at 

elementary schools and 30 hours a week at preschools, is 245 LVL (348 EUR). Teachers who are 

accordingly certified and educate CWSN receive an additional 10% monthly compensation for 

working with children with speech and language disabilities, somatic illnesses, physical disabilities, 

learning disabilities, preschool age children with several developmental disorders, and children who 

due to their illness cannot attend school for prolonged periods of time and study at home or at 

hospital. Teachers who educate students with visual or hearing impairments, mental health or 

developmental disorders, severe physical disabilities, or several combined developmental disorders 

receive a 20% increase in their monthly salary.  

Overall, the mode of funding of special boarding schools, special preschools and special day 

schools differ from compulsory inclusive schools. While for the latter institutions, municipalities can 

reallocate funds and there is no transparency on how much funding is allocated for CWSN education, 

special educational institutions receive the amount allocated by the government. Inclusive preschools 

are in the most unfavorable position as the government does not fund CWSN on this level at all. 

These institutions solely depend on the municipal capacity to fund CWSN education.  

Government funding for maintenance and educational equipment is another feature that 

distinguishes special boarding schools and special preschools from other educational institutions. The 

shortcoming here, however, is that there is no differentiation in funding allocation by the type of 
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special need in education. Thus, some special education programs might be underfunded, while 

others may receive more than would be optimally needed. 
In 2012, the total governmental subsidy for special boarding schools, special preschools 

(together with regular boarding schools where the government funds orphans and children from 

low-income families) was 47,457,168 LVL (67,593,174 EUR). Of this amount 52% were for 

teachers‟ wages and the rest for other expenses of these institutions (Saeima, 2012b). The total 

amount of this subsidy was 33% of the governmental educational subsidy to municipalities for 

teachers‟ wages at special day schools and mainstream schools on compulsory education level. 

This total allocation was 144,515,612 LVL (205,833,374 EUR) (Saeima, 2012a). An additional 

328,932 LVL (468,497 EUR) were allocated to municipalities for providing an assistant to 331 

students in who have requested mobility and care support due to their disability in inclusive 

educational settings (Saeima, 2010a; the Ministry of Finance of Latvia, 2012).  

Additional support for educational accessibility provided for children 

with special needs 
 

 A factor which strongly influences the overall accessibility of education for CWSN 

concerns collaboration of multiple stakeholders on multiple levels of governance. Evidence in 

this study indicates about issues in information exchange and collaboration between the 

governmental institutions, municipalities, schools, and parents.  

 While the provision of assistant to CWSN in inclusive educational institutions is a 

positive example of a joined policy effort by all stakeholders mentioned above, there are multiple 

instances of failure. For example, also many municipalities hold limited information about 

CWSN in need of educational support. There were 43% of municipalities in our survey who said 

they do not collect information about the number of CWSN at their municipality. However, those 

57% municipalities that do also have information about the age of these children. 

 However, a question remains about how complete and systematic is the information that 

is available to municipalities. Municipal representatives in this study admit that often parents 

choose not to reveal that their child has special needs, and try to handle all the difficulties on 

their own. Interviews with the study participants also indicate deficiencies in the exchange of 

information between PMCs, educational institutions, and family doctors. Study participants 

acknowledge that due to a lack of systematic monitoring end exchange between stakeholders at 

municipal level, educational assistance for CWSN may arrive later than it should have because of 

inefficient communication. 

 There are also issues involving vertical communication between stakeholders on the local 

and national level. One municipality in our study pointed in particular at difficulties in obtaining 

information from the State Social Insurance Agency (SSIA) about CWSN in their municipality 

who might be in need of social, financial, or some other form of assistance. The denial of 

information from SSIA was justified by the sensitivity of personal data.  

 Another municipality in the study has solved this problem via its system of administering 

social allowances. This system includes data on all residents in the municipality who receive 

social services, including characteristics such as disability. However, this database does not 

include CWSN who do not have a disability. In such instances the municipality can help only if 

parents request support. In cases of socially disadvantaged families social workers often identify 

children in need of special support.  

The survey of local governments in this study shows, that in many municipalities, support 

to CWSN comes as part of the local social policy towards low-income families. In order to 

qualify for extra help, the family has to have low-income status. Yet, some municipalities carry 
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out projects specifically directed at assisting CWSN. Municipalities purchase social rehabilitation 

services and compensate health related expenses. One municipality has a special support policy 

for children who have coeliac disease. Among 53 municipalities surveyed, eight fund educational 

supplies, 16 municipalities fund equipment such as wheelchairs. Majority, 86% provide school 

transportation although often this is in line with 

the general policy at municipality. 

Transportation to preschool children is provided 

less frequently, at only 50% of surveyed 

municipalities. 

 A major problem in education access for 

CWSN is insufficiently accessible infrastructure 

for children with movement disorders. One of 

the municipal participants in the study, points out 

that: “It is a factor hindering [acquisition] of 

education acquisition that the child is unable to 

get out of their home. If the child is in a 

wheelchair or parents carry them. … If the child 

is carried down the stairs … it‟s dangerous. The 

child must be independent and must be able to 

move at any time, even when there is nobody to 

carry him”.  

Over the past years, public funds are spent on transforming educational institutions into 

wheel-chair accessible buildings. Most often in these projects, municipalities used allocations 

from the government, while the EU funding was the most common funding source for rebuilding 

preschool infrastructure. The third most popular source was municipal co-funded EU budget. 

The national policy towards supporting children with officially diagnosed disability, 

which is different from the “special needs” definition used in education, provides extra help in 

education access to a part of all CWSN. It must be remembered that the term “disability” in 

Latvian legislation means the loss of ability to work, whereas the term “special needs” is used in 

respect to education and includes in addition children who do not have disability as defined by 

the Law on Disability (Saeima, 2010a). Special needs are diagnosed by PMC under the MoES 

and refer to those children who need additional support in school to maintain the grade level 

relevant for their age whereas disability is diagnosed by the State Medical Commission for the 

Assessment of Health Condition and Working Ability (further in the text the State Commission) 

under the Ministry of Welfare (MoW). For minors younger than 18, disability is diagnosed for 

one, two or five years, depending on the condition. The initial term can be extended after re-

examination once the first diagnosis period is over (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 1209, 

2010). Families with disabled children are entitled to various social support measures provided 

by the state through the MoW (Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 928, 2004; Nr. 872, 2009; 

Nr. 1474, 2009; Nr. 1517, 2009; Nr. 1607, 2009; Nr. 1606, 2010; Nr. 1170, 2010). While most of 

these measures are not directly linked to schooling, they are essential as they impact the overall 

quality of life for children and thus their access to education.  

 
The source: Municipal survey in this study 
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Services to children with disability are also an area where the competences of the MoW 

and the MoES intersect. However, the collaboration with the MoES in organizing assistance to 

CWSN is rather difficult from the MoW perspective (An interview with representatives of the 

Ministry of Welfare, April 2012). At the same time, the MoW, which is responsible for the 

implementation of the UN Convention on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 

Latvia, is not flexible in relation to using 

a more encompassing definition of 

special needs in the Latvian translation 

of the Convention (UN 2006; Saeima, 

2010b). Even though the UN 

Convention‟s target population are 

people with special needs as understood 

by the Law on Education in Latvia, the 

Latvian translation of the Convention 

covers only people with disability as 

understood by the Law on Disability. 

Thus, the UN Convention on the Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities ratified by 

the Latvian Parliament in 2010 is not 

legally protecting those people with 

special needs who do not have disability 

as partial or full loss of ability to work 

(Saeima, 2010b; an interview with a 

representative of the MoES, November 

22, 2011). The use of the term 

“disability” instead of “special needs” is 

critiqued by the MoES where a 

participant in this study says: “If this [a 

definition restricted to disability] is not 

causing problems [for people with 

special needs] yet, it will cause.” 

However, according to the representative 

of the MoES interviewed in this study, the MoW does not agree with the quest to revisit the 

terminology in the Latvian translation of the Convention.  

All in all, data in this study shows that there is room for improvement in respect to 

horizontal collaboration on municipal and state level, and vertical collaboration between 

municipal and state stakeholders in providing services to CWSN.  Increased collaborative 

efficiency would increase the gains from the support measures to CWSN which add to their 

quality of life and also impact positively on their educational experience. Nevertheless, the most 

important educational gains for CWSN are obtained at school. In the next section we discuss 

educational opportunities for CWSN in Latvia. 

Educational access, policy and trends towards inclusion and segregation of 

children with special needs  
 

There is no national policy framework document in Latvia which would define the goals 

of educational access for children with special needs in the country. The conceptual framework 

for national legal documents that regulate the provision of education to CWSN is formed by 

State support to children with disability 

- 75 LVL (106 EUR) monthly allowance for a minor with 

disability or coeliac disease is paid to the family even if 

the child attends special boarding schools 

-  In the case of need for special care, one parent or 

guardian is entitled to monthly allowance of 150 LVL 

(213 EUR) regardless of the parent’s or guardian’s 

income and employment 

- An allowance of 56 LVL (80 EUR) twice a year to a 

parent or care-taker that compensates transportation 

expenses if a child has movement disorder 

- The government fully subsidizes public transportation 

tickets in Latvia’s borders for children with disability 

and their companions 

- In the case of urgent needs, children can receive 

special equipment at a one-time cost of 1 LVL (1.40 

EUR) 

- The government provides one-time funding for 

adapting the home to meet the needs of a child with 

disability. This means that the family cannot move 

home as easily as other families and therefore limits 

job opportunities? PLCE 
 The source: The Cabinet of Ministers regulations nr. 928 (2004), nr. 872 

(2009), nr. 1474 (2009). nr. 1517 (2009), nr. 1607 (2009), nr. 1606 (2010), 

nr. 1170 (2010), and the evidence obtained in the study 
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numerous international legal acts which Latvia has signed and ratified before and after becoming 

the member of the EU in 2004 (European Commission, 2010; European Council, 2003, 2005, 

2010; UN, 1948, 1989, 1993; UNESCO, 1994, 1990). While there is a strong message to support 

inclusive educational provision to CWSN and many steps on the national policy level are already 

taken, there are still several major educational system and classroom level issues which hinder 

equity in CWSN education. 

The proportion of compulsory school age CWSN in Latvia has increased from 3% in 

2000 to 5% in 2011 (Ministry of Education and Science, 2012b). Seventy-six percent of those 

children are enrolled in special educational institutions and in special classes in regular schools. 

As for the definition of special classes, data in this study shows that there is no consistency in 

how this form of CWSN education is 

viewed among stakeholders in Latvia. 

Some consider it a form of inclusive – 

or integrated -, education, some view it 

as segregation. However, the absolute 

majority of CWSN attend special 

educational institutions. In 2011/12, 

special boarding schools enrolled 52% 

of CWSN and special day school - 9% 

(Ministry of Education and Science, 

2012a). It should be mentioned that 

very precise numbers of CWSN 

distribution by the type of educational 

setting – inclusive or segregated – are 

difficult to obtain due to the lack of 

clear definition of these terms in the 

national policy and legislation. 

On the preschool level, about 10% of all preschool age children in the country are 

enrolled in special education programs (Central Statistics Bureau, 2012; Liepniece, 2010; 

Ministry of Education and Science, 2011). Most are in special kindergartens or special groups at 

regular preschools. Less than one percent of preschool age CWSN are integrated in general 

education settings (Ministry of 

Education and Science, 2012c). At the 

same time, observations of preschool 

teachers, speech therapists and 

psychologists suggests that 20% of the 

preschoolers who do not have formally 

diagnosed special needs, need, in fact, 

special support in education (Liepniece, 

2010). Most often these children have 

speech and language development 

disorder. This situation indicates that 

there is need for special education 

support staff even if there are no 

children with formally diagnosed 

special needs. However, there are no 

national policy tools to ensure that 

speech therapists, psychologists, and 

special education teachers are equally accessible at all preschools in the country. 

 
The source: The Ministry of Education and Science (2012a, 2012b) 

 
The source: Central Statistics Bureau (2012), the Ministry of Education and Science 

(2011, 2012b), Liepniece (2010) 
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Some CWSN is homeschooled. In 2009, there were 128 school age children. On the level 

of early primary education, a child can be homeschooled based on the parents‟ request justified 

by the difficulties that a child has to adopt at school. For homeschooling in older classes a 

certificate from a medical committee is required (Ministry of Education and Science, 2009). 

Although the total number of children in homeschooling decreased almost eight times, an issue 

remains that a large proportion “13.7% of children and youth with mental health development 

disorders have never been in school …. It means that every seventh child with mental health 

development disorders has been or is outside the system of education” (The Movement for 

Independent Life in Latvia, 2011, p. 10). This situation also points at the issues of equity in 

accessing appropriate education for CWSN in their residential proximity. 

It is the joint responsibility of municipalities and educational institutions in Latvia to 

ensure that children residing at the 

municipality have access to appropriate 

education. The municipality is the founder of 

public educational institution on the level of 

preschool and compulsory education, while 

schools and preschool, with their municipal 

agreement, have the right to license various 

educational programs (Cabinet of Ministers, 

Regulations Nr. 775, 2004; Saeima, 1998). 

Municipalities are required to ensure that 

children can access education as close as 

possible to their place of their residence. If 

there is no appropriate education program for 

CWSN in the municipality, it has to pay for the 

child‟s schooling at another municipality.  

On the preschool level, there are 41 

special educational institutions in the country. 

Of these institutions, 37% were located in the 

capital Riga, which is the largest urban center 

in the country, and Riga region. Northern and 

Western regions in the country had eight 

special preschools each. There were seven 

special preschools in the country‟s Eastern 

region, and three were located in the central 

Zemgale region. The number of mainstream 

preschools which implement special education 

programs has increased from 13 in 2009 to 

several tens of preschools in 2012 (Ministry of 

Education and Science, 2012d). In 2012, there 

were 243 special education program licensed by mainstream preschools. One third of the 

programs were for children with speech and language development disorders, followed by 

programs for children with combined developmental disorders. The least licensed were programs 

for children with hearing impairments and mental health disorders (State Education Quality 

Servuce, 2012). 

Despite this increase in the number of special education programs implemented, a 

representative of the NGO interviewed for this study noted that access to pre-school education 

for CWSN is still poor: “It is one of the big problems for children with special needs to 

commence education in an early stage. It is because our kindergartens are not ready to accept 

little children with disability; not even with a mild disability. Even in cases with behavioural 

Location of special schools by educational 
programs for children with various special 
needs in Latvia, 2012 

Disability Location 

Visual impairments Riga 

Hearing impairments Riga & Valmiera 

Speech and language Daugavpils, Rezekne, 
& Riga 

Somatic illnesses Cesis County, Ogre 
County, & Stopini 
county 

Physical disabilities Jelgava, Pargauja 
County, & Riga 

Learning disabilities Jelgava, Liepaja, 2 
schools in Riga, 2 
schools in Rezekne 
County, & Tukums 
County  

Mental health 
disorders 

Jelgava, Skrunda 
County and 2 schools 
in Riga and Rezekne 
county.  

Disabilities of mental 
development 

3 cities and 36 
counties 

The source: The table composed by the authors based on the 

Ministry of Education and Science (2012d) 
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disorders it can be a frequent problem. With medical disability, let‟s say, diabetes [a problem is] 

will the nurse be able to make the necessary injections? The same is true about different dietary 

problems. Kindergartens just won‟t accept [children with special needs], and since there is a 

shortage of places in kindergartens, there are very many complaints from the parents that they are 

unable to send their children to kindergarten, or that kindergartens set requirements to parents 

that are impossible to meet. All this is about the children who could be included [in mainstream 

pre-schools]. This does not concern the children who have very [heavy] special needs, or 

combined disability - they are not even considered [by kindergartens]. Kindergartens will not 

accept them.” Thus, equitable access to education on the preschool level remains a major issue 

for CWSN in Latvia. Furthermore, currently there appears to be no national policy instruments to 

address this issue.  

However, more recently there is a trend for more and more special preschools to be 

licensed for implementing general preschool education programs (Ministry of Education and 

Science, 2012a). Implementation of “special” and “general” preschool education programs at 

both types of preschools can be viewed as a promising sign towards less segregated educational 

environments for CWSN, although this assumption should be further examined by research.    

On the level of elementary education, CWSN can be educated at either at 60 special 

educational institutions or at 250 special elementary education programs carried out by 

mainstream schools (Ministry of Education and Science, 2012a; State Education Quality Service, 

2012). The most licensed at regular schools is a special education program for children with 

learning disabilities, followed by a program for children with disabilities of mental development. 

Five schools are licensed for a special education program for children with hearing impairments, and 

four – for children with visual impairments.  

Of the special schools, two thirds provide special education programs for children with 

disabilities of mental development, while the remaining institutions provide special education 

programs for children with other special needs. Most special elementary education schools for 

children with other than mental development needs in education, just like preschools, are located in 

Riga. For example, Riga is the only place to obtain education for most children with visual 

impairment in Latvia.  

While the licensing of special education programs by mainstream schools seems to have 

somewhat improved the geographical dispersion of educational opportunities closer to home for 

CWSN across 118 municipalities in Latvia as 24% of children study in inclusive settings, more 

research on this question is advised as the situation appears to remain problematic. The fact that 55 of 

all special schools are boarding schools which enroll 86% of CWSN studying at special educational 

institutions in Latvia confirms the finding that educational access for CWSN close to home still 

lacking (Ministry of Education and Science, 2012a). Fifty-two percent of all CWSN in Latvia are 

educated in special boarding schools. 
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In addition to geographical accessibility, an examination of educational quality standards in 

terms of using appropriate teaching materials for CWSN should be carried out. There are concerns 

that educational goals at some special boarding schools might be degraded. For example, an 

inspection at one of these schools found out that CWSN are taught math from books printed when 

Latvia was part of USSR and the local currency were rubles (An interview with a representative of 

the Ministry of Education and Science, November 22, 2011). Such a situation is absurd not only 

from the perspective of meeting the current educational standard, but it also speaks against 

integrating CWSN into the contemporary civil society of Latvia. Instruction materials at all 

schools, including special boarding schools, 

should reflect the current social, economic, and 

political reality of Latvia unless the topic deals 

with historical situations.  

Observations expressed by several 

municipal participants in this study indicate that 

there should be some assessment of the quality of 

educational provisions for CWSN carried out at 

mainstream schools as well. There are concerns 

about licensed special education programs at 

mainstream schools which do not provide CWSN 

with the support needed for gaining quality 

education. One reason for this that is reported by 

study participants is the lack of teachers‟ skills in 

working with CWSN in inclusive settings. 

Participants in this study acknowledged that 

teacher education programs at universities do not 

sufficiently prepare new educators for work with 

CWSN. Also there is no systematic national 

policy on how to promote the professional 

learning of teachers already in schools to 

improve their work with CWSN. Another reason 

for insufficient educational quality for CWSN at 

mainstream schools named by the study 

participants is insufficient availability of support 

staff needed for CWSN education. Although a 

school would have a licensed special education 

program, its implementation would be deficient 

due to lack of resources to hire support staff 

needed for CWSN.  

At the same time, municipal representatives interviewed in the study acknowledge that a 

licensed special education program which enrols CWSN and thus helps the municipality to 

receive more funding for education from the central government, is an incentive for mainstream 

schools to license special education programs. Let us remember, that for each CWSN the 

national government allocates 60% more than for other children on the same level of education 
(Cabinet of Ministers, Regulations Nr. 1616, 2009). In addition, there is not only a possibility to 

receive a larger subsidy, but also the chance to retain children in municipal schools in the 

circumstances of declining number of students nationally and to motivate regular schools to 

admit CWSN. Study participants are convinced that declining birth rates in Latvia have led to 

fewer children of compulsory school age and, as a result, many schools have already closed and 

many are at risk of being closed. Therefore, each child not only represents an access to funding 

but the very existence of educational institution especially in rural settings.  

Governmental recommendations for inclusion 
Since 2009, municipalities and schools determine 
the number of students per class according to the 
local financial resources. The government only 
provides guidelines with recommendations 
according to which a class should have: 

- No more than 20 children if there are 
integrated CWSN; 

- The number of integrated children should 
depend on the type of special needs; 

- There should be no more than three CWSN 
with vision, hearing impairment, physical 
disabilities,  or light mental development 
disorders; 

- There should be no more than six integrated 
CWSN who have somatic illnesses or learning 
disability; 

- The government does not recommend 
inclusion of children with severe mental 
development disorders or several combined 
development disorders. Instead, it 
recommends that these CWSN at regular 
schools are taught in special classes, no more 
than six children per class.  

 
The source: Ministry of Education and Science, Instruction nr. 389, 

2009 
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While the fact that the demographic situation, which is pushing regular schools to work 

towards including CWSN, can be viewed as a positive development, there are some negative 

aspects. One is the heightened sense of competition between special schools and regular schools 

to enroll children in order to ensure institutional survival. As a result, special schools have a 

limited incentive to reach out and share their expertise with regular schools. At the same time, 

regular schools may try to implement special education programs even if their resources are too 

limited to provide quality education for CWSN. The underlying funding mechanism for special 

and regular school does not provide incentives to blend and share their resources to maximize the 

educational gains for CWSN 

and their families. 

A trend which calls for a 

close examination is the fact 

that the decline in the number 

of students in general education 

has been much steeper than at 

special schools (Ministry of 

Education and Science, 2012b). 

From 2000 to 2011, the number 

of students in general K-12 

education decreased by 40%. 

This decrease for students in 

special schools and classes for 

the same period of time was 

22%. It should be mentioned 

that special classes for CWSN 

are located at regular schools. 

Thus, the slopes should be adjusted depending if students in “special classes” are subtracted from 

the population of special schools and added to the population at regular schools. Nevertheless, 

the number of students in special classes is not significant enough to radically change the 

discrepancy in the enrolment trends.  

At the moment, there is no certain answer as to why the decrease in student numbers at 

regular schools is steeper than in special education settings. We can only suggest some causes 

derived from the evidence in this study. One reason mentioned by a municipal participant in the 

study is the active recruitment of students by special boarding schools. Another reason might be 

the observation, shared both by municipal and the MoES representatives, that parents from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds prefer special boarding schools for their children with 

special needs as a survival strategy in economically difficult circumstances. The third reason, 

which we hypothesize, rests in the insufficient capacity, resources, and motivation for 

municipalities and regular schools to invest in developing inclusive educational environments. 

The current funding model of funding education for CWSN appears to work in favor of 

sustaining education in segregated settings. All these suggested reasons for disproportional 

decrease in student numbers at regular and segregated education settings qualify as hypotheses 

which need to be further examined. 

At the same time, an observation shared by both municipal and state level stakeholders in 

this study also tells us that there is an increasing awareness and quest for inclusive education 

solutions from parents of CWSN. The knowledge of parents of their rights to demand that their 

CWSN receive appropriate education close to home drives regular educational institutions to 

grow expertise for educating CWSN. Teachers from the case study schools in this study admit 

that the overall awareness about special needs has grown also among educators, who now 

recognize special needs, such as learning disabilities, that were unacknowledged before. The 

 
The source: Ministry of Education and Science (2012) 
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most pressing issue stressed by educators is insufficient resources for hiring CWSN education 

support staff such as teacher assistants. As a result, teachers are left in front of the classroom 

without the support needed to ensure successful inclusion of CWSN.  

At the same time, the experience of case study schools shows that schools can provide 

significant support to students with special needs also within the scope of general education 

programs. They can use many different support mechanisms to enhance learning for children in 

need of special assistance. However, schools cannot receive any additional funding or some other 

material support from the government for addressing the educational needs of these children 

without a formal diagnosis of a special need. Schools can only claim increased funding for 

CWSN enrolled in licensed special education programs. Such a situation does not benefit 

children with special needs who have not been officially diagnosed. Current approach in funding 

also does not fully support the development of an inclusive educational environment.  

Overall, evidence from municipalities obtained in this study shows that it is important to 

increase the access to quality educational provision for CWSN. It is important that all 

municipalities and schools are able to meet at least the basic special needs of CWSN in 

education. On average better knowledge on CWSN education and universally accessible support 

mechanisms for inclusive educational institutions would decrease the variation in funding and the 

impact of so called “human factor” on the quality of education provided to CWSN. It would 

enable less traumatic transfers for CWSN from one school to another – a question not sufficiently 

addressed by the national policy. Furthermore, a higher average knowledge on CWSN education 

among teachers and general society, sufficient support respecting children‟s needs in educational 

institutions, and more educational opportunities for CWSN close to home would improve equity 

in educational access for this special group of students. 

Conclusions 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the current structure of CWSN education 

governance and its funding mechanism in Latvia on the level of preschool and elementary 

education, engaging the state and municipal level analysis. We aimed to identify the 

shortcomings in equity, efficiency, and effectiveness of the system. The analysis of evidence 

generated from normative documents and interviews with the state and municipal stakeholders in 

CWSN education were guided by the proposition of equal educational access for CWSN close to 

their place of residence. Additional theoretical assumptions framing the study were about 

efficiency and costs of the current CWSN education provision in order to achieve equity in 

educational access for CWSN.  

Data in this study showed that although there are positive trends towards inclusion of 

CWSN in Latvia which allows children to live with their families while acquiring education, 

more than half of CWSN in the country are still enrolled in special boarding schools. Obtaining 

such precise measures on the level of preschool education was not possible due to incomplete 

statistical information. Yet, the overall availability of special education programs on the 

preschool level is problematic even though lately the number of licensed special preschool 

education programs at regular kindergartens is increasing. 

Equity in CWSN education is also hindered by insufficient availability of support staff in 

inclusive settings. Due to the current CWSN education funding mechanism, regular schools that 

enroll CWSN have to struggle to provide the additional support needed for students with special 

needs. The same issue is present on the level of preschool education. Furthermore, while the 

national government allocates increased subsidy to municipalities for each child in a special 

education program on the level of compulsory education, there is no such support for children at 
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regular preschools under the age of five. Government funds special education of children 

younger than five at only special preschools. Thus, CWSN younger than five years of age at 

mainstream preschools are left without any national early intervention support for mitigating 

their special needs in education.  Another group of children for whom support is limited to the 

resources of mainstream schools and pre-schools only are children in the need of special support, 

although their special needs are not formally diagnosed by PMC. The government allocates 

budget resources only to children with diagnosed special needs enrolled in licensed special 

compulsory education programs. Overall, the current governmental funding formula for inclusive 

compulsory education discriminates against CWSN in lower grade levels as they receive the least 

amount of money due to the reduced amount of funding for lower grade levels.  

In addition, funding that the government allocates towards special education programs at 

mainstream institutions is not earmarked. Municipalities have the right to redistribute it to meet 

local education needs. That means there is no guarantee that educational institutions receive the 

funding needed for educating CWSN. The situation is especially critical in municipalities with 

fewer children as the government calculates the educational subsidy on a per capita basis. Thus, 

it can be understood that municipalities with little means would support sending their CWSN to 

nationally funded special boarding schools as the national assistance to educating these children 

locally is insufficient.  

Special boarding schools, unlike mainstream and special day schools, are entirely funded 

by central government and most national expertise in educating CWSN is concentrated in special 

educational institutions. Regular schools striving to include CWSN would benefit from the 

expertise of their colleagues in special educational institutions. However, there is no funding 

mechanism in place to motivate efficient knowledge sharing and exchange. Currently special 

schools which work as special education development centers in Latvia have limited impact 

because the funding model does not ensure the expansion of sustainable institutional 

collaboration between special and mainstream schools to advance locally accessible quality 

education for CWSN.  

Another feature potentially detrimental to efficiency and cost-effectiveness in CWSN 

education funding in Latvia is that funding for all CWSN at inclusive schools and special day 

schools is increased for 60% regardless of the child‟s special needs. This means that some 

children receive more additional funds from central government than is necessary, but others 

receive less than required.  

There is a similar concern about children at special boarding schools where the 

government funds both education and maintenance costs. There appears to be a lack of 

transparency in how the government redistributes the funding to special boarding schools for 

meeting educational goals. This generates concerns about the quality of education at least at 

some of the boarding schools. From the data in this study, it appears that special boarding 

schools often are viewed as a tool of the government‟s social and not education policy, even 

though all these educational institutions are subordinate to the Ministry of Education and 

Science.   

Finally, it may be concluded that there is a need to modify the current CWSN funding 

model in order to support such educational governance practices which would maximize 

educational gains of CWSN in educational settings close to their place of residence. There is a 

need to merge hitherto separate streams of special education at special educational institutions 

and regular schools and preschools in to a unified reciprocally enriching system of education for 

children with special needs.  
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