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Chapter 1 
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Introduction 

Teaching today’s mainstream primary classes is a complex task. International movements 

(United Nations, 1994), as well as Dutch national governmental policies (WSNS, 1990; LGF, 

2004; Passend Onderwijs, 2012), have enhanced the integration of students with special 

educational needs into regular schools since the 1990s. Due to these developments, the task of 

mainstream teachers has shifted from referring students with special educational needs to special 

education schools to adapting learning environments by pro-actively differentiating teaching 

content, pace, level, access, response, sequence, structure, allocated time and teaching style 

(Adami, 2004). 

Although teachers generally recognise the need to implement these forms of adaptive 

teaching in their classrooms (Silva & Morgado, 2004), meeting a variety of students’ needs is a 

major challenge for many mainstream teachers (Humphrey et al., 2006; Lebeer et al., 2010; 

Talmor, Reiter, & Feigin, 2005; Tomlinson et al., 2003). This introduction argues how the 

traditional paradigm regarding special educational needs in terms of diagnoses and deficits 

hinders today’s teachers from fulfilling their task and why another perspective of students’ needs 

is necessary to reflect and support teachers’ practice. Subsequently, the studies presented in this 

dissertation are introduced. 

 

Diagnosis and Special Educational Needs 

Special educational needs are traditionally defined in terms of the deficits, impairments or 

abnormal development of students reflected in clinical diagnoses (e.g., autism, attention deficit 

hyperactive disorder, dyslexia, intellectual disability, giftedness). From this perspective, having 

special educational needs is viewed as a categorical distinction, a matter of ‘need or no need’ 

based on criteria as described, for instance, in the Manual of Psychiatric Disorders (DSM-IV; 

American Psychological Association, 2000). 

Although this perspective may be helpful for diagnostic purposes or addressing 

behavioural and emotional issues in clinical settings, the objective of teachers is to teach. The 

professional task of teachers is not to treat students but to educate them. The traditional 

paradigm on special educational needs is not particularly helpful for teachers, for (at least) two 

reasons. 

The first reason is that the key role of teachers is to support students’ learning processes 

and to address alterations needed in the learning environment to enhance learning (Curry, 2003), 

not to identify and treat their students’ problems. Teachers’ main interest lies in determining how 



 
 

to support their students’ learning processes by adapting instruction, tasks, materials, classroom 

arrangements, etc. Although it may be helpful for teachers to understand students’ problems and 

their students’ functioning in the school setting from a diagnostic perspective, teachers are above 

all in need of crystallised suggestions on how to meet students’ needs (Pameijer, 2006; Pameijer & 

Van Beukering, 2006). The following examples may illustrate why. When students are impulsive 

and/or hyperactive in the classroom, the specific type of support is independent of diagnosis but 

focused on specific behaviours that disturb the learning processes. The measures to be taken by 

the teacher could well be the same for two different students, one diagnosed with attention 

deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD) and one with impulsive behaviour, but not classified as 

having ADHD. Conversely, teachers could encounter situations in which students with the same 

diagnosis differ in the support they need within the classroom (Lebeer et al., 2010) because one 

needs support in resolving conflicts with others, whereas the other needs help with structuring 

time in class. Thus, “simply abolishing the category does not abolish the needs or how to address 

them” (Williams, Lamb, Norwich, & Peterson, 2009, p.204). 

Second, whether students’ problems are ascribed to a diagnosis is not of central relevance 

for teachers. Teachers have a broader view of students and their learning processes. Talmor et al. 

(2005) found that teachers are not solely concerned about students who have undergone official 

assessment or are categorised into a disability group. For example, teachers could recall students 

who are having troubles mastering problem-solving strategies without, however, having 

diagnosed learning disorders. Teachers could also recall students who are not diagnosed as highly 

gifted but are considered ‘challenging’ in the classroom because they are (very) smart. Similarly, 

students without a diagnosis of ADHD may have problems staying focused during instruction 

and their tasks because their minds are occupied by family affairs (e.g., fights, illness, divorce, 

abuse). All of these students could be in need of additional support within the classroom to attain 

set educational goals but not or only partly because of needs associated with a diagnosis. Studies 

throughout Europe support the notion that having a diagnosis is not the leading indicator for 

teachers when addressing students’ additional support needs. Dutch mainstream teachers in 

primary education label, on average, a quarter of their students as requiring additional support 

when compared to average students (Van der Veen, Smeets, & Derriks, 2010). Belgian teachers 

identify an average of 15.9% of their students as having additional needs (Lebeer et al., 2010), 

compared to 26.1% in the UK (Croll & Moses, 2003), 15-25% in Iceland and 8.0% in Norway 

(Pijl, Frostad, & Flem, 2008). 

Thus, the traditional perspective on special educational needs as a categorical distinction 

between ‘need or no need’ depending on diagnosis does not reflect practice in today’s 



 
 

mainstream primary classrooms because teachers’ task is to address students’ additional support 

needs in terms of alterations within the classrooms and not their deficits. Furthermore, teachers 

could have a broader view on students in need of more support, rather than simply regarding 

students as requiring a diagnosis. Therefore, another perspective on students’ needs is needed. 

 

Another View 

A re-examination of our understanding of students’ needs is currently widely discussed 

(Runswick‐Cole & Hodge, 2009; Terzi, 2005; Vehmas, 2010; Williams et al., 2009; Wilson, 2002). 

A growing body of opinion has emerged addressing students’ (additional) support needs in terms 

of alterations or support in the classroom (Croll & Moses, 2003; Lebeer et al., 2010; Lindsay, 

2007; Norwich, 2008; Pameijer, 2006; Pameijer & Van Beukering, 2006; Van der Veen et al., 

2010) in relation to desired learning outcomes (Vehmas, 2010). This increased interest implies 

that differences in educational needs of children should be viewed as a complex educational 

problem, with a main focus on malleable factors within the school instead of on students’ deficits 

(Terzi, 2005). In 2001, Norwich and Lewis (2001, p. 325) introduced the idea of ‘a continuum of 

teaching or pedagogic approaches’ defining students’ educational needs as differences in degree 

in terms of needed support within the classroom. Measures to be taken are, for example, practice 

to achieve mastery, providing examples to learn concepts, promoting transfer, explicit teaching of 

learning strategies, assessment, and providing sufficient time to solve problems. More recently, 

the term ‘additional (learning) support’ has been introduced to indicate support within the 

classrooms needed to enhance learning (cf Chaney, 2010) . 

The concept of additional support needs implies that students’ needs are viewed in terms 

of support needed in the classroom to attain set educational goals, as perceived by the teacher. 

These educational goals could pertain to a specific subject but also to a student’s social, 

emotional or behavioural development and performance. This is an alternative view because it 

addresses students’ needs in terms of additional support as alterations within classrooms, rather 

than students’ deficits, and includes students from a broad perspective, rather than a categorical 

distinction by diagnosis. Moreover, this view implies that teachers’ perceptions and not those of 

diagnostic professionals as (educational) psychologists or psychiatrists are leading when 

addressing students’ additional support needs. These perceptions are to be viewed as 

professional, subjective views, however ‘absolutely central’ (Croll & Moses, 2002, p.733) for the 

identification of students’ needs. 

Although it is clear that teachers indeed have a broader view on who has additional 

support needs and that this idea is internationally well established, there are surprisingly hardly 



 
 

any insights into how these additional support needs are being perceived by teachers. If this 

viewpoint is to be taken seriously, and possibly implemented, we need to map what dimensions 

of students’ additional support needs are perceived by teachers, what the determinants of these 

perceived needs are and to what extent teachers are able to meet perceived students’ needs. 

 

Teacher-Perceived Students’ Additional Support Needs 

From the broad perspective on students’ additional support needs delineated above, 

teachers’ views should be leading. However, it remains unclear how teachers view students’ 

additional support needs. What alterations in the learning environment are required for those in 

need, according to their teachers? Quantitative research to substantiate teacher views on 

additional support needs of students is scarce. One empirical study in the Netherlands addressed 

this topic, resulting in the identification of two dimensions: the need for structure and the need 

for emotional support, which are related to withdrawal, emotional instability and anxiety (Meijer, 

Fossen, Van Putten, & Van der Leij, 2006). Although the findings of this study are relevant, the 

study focused narrowly on needs related to the social emotional development of students. Thus, a 

broad perspective on the additional support needs of learners, incorporating cognitive, social, 

emotional and behavioural domains, is needed. Hence, the first aim of this dissertation is to 

empirically substantiate the additional support needs of students in Dutch mainstream primary 

education from the perspective of teachers. 

 

Determinants of Teacher-Perceived Students’ Needs 

When teachers consider students’ additional support needs, it is likely that they take 

students’ characteristics that could hinder them in learning processes into account, such as 

students’ perceived self-competence (Marsh & Martin, 2011), (task-oriented) behaviour, the 

student-teacher relationship (Pianta & Stuhlman, 2004) and internalising or externalising 

(problem) behaviour in the classroom. However, little empirical research has been carried out to 

describe the characteristics of students perceived to have additional support needs by teachers 

using validated and norm-referenced instruments. It therefore remains unclear what the 

determinants of teacher-perceived additional support needs of students are. To address the stated 

first aim, this dissertation will explore characteristics of students an identified by teachers to have 

additional support needs regarding these students’ attainment, task-oriented behaviour of 

students and behaviour. Moreover, this dissertation will address how teachers’ perceptions of 

students’ additional support needs are linked to these characteristics. 



 
 

In addition to determinants on the student level, it could well be true that teacher 

perceptions of their students’ additional support needs are influenced by characteristics of the 

teachers themselves. It is unknown to what extent teachers’ professional views regarding their 

students’ (additional) support needs are subjective, i.e., projected or biased by teachers’ personal 

and professional characteristics. This question of potential bias in teacher perceptions of 

students’ additional support needs due to professional and personal characteristics is relevant, 

given the context-specific nature of teachers’ perceptions. For instance, teachers with higher 

levels of self-efficacy beliefs could be expected to be generally more attentive to students’ 

additional support needs (Almog, Orit, Shechtman, & Zipora, 2007; Brady & Woolfson, 2008; 

Georgiou, Christou, Stavrindis, & Panaoura, 2002; Hutzler, Zach, & Gafni, 2005). Furthermore, 

teachers’ personality traits could relate to specific perceived needs, mirroring teachers’ 

personality-related attitudes and preferences (Mills, 2003). Therefore, the second aim of this 

dissertation is to explore (possible) determinants of teacher perceptions of students’ additional 

support needs at both the student and the teacher-level to evaluate teachers’ perceptions of 

students’ additional support needs. 

 

Teachers’ Capacities to Meet Students’ Needs 

Primary school teachers aim to differentiate their teaching to account for learning-related 

factors, such as students’ gender, intelligence, parental contribution, social background, learning 

style, metacognition and motivation. However, meeting a variety of students’ needs is a major 

challenge for many mainstream teachers (Humphrey et al., 2006; Lebeer et al. 2010; Talmor et al., 

2005; Tomlinson et al., 2003). This issue raises questions regarding whether teachers are able to 

meet a variety of students’ additional support needs and, as a result, if these needs are sufficiently 

catered to within classrooms (Mowat, 2009; Van der Veen et al., 2010). 

Teachers share these concerns about their ability to meet students’ additional support 

needs. It is important to understand teachers’ capacity to meet students’ additional support needs 

and their reasons for (not) being able to meet them. Although several studies indicate perceived 

limitations in teachers’ capacity to meet their students’ additional support needs and possible 

sources influencing these capacities, most of these studies were performed using hypothetical 

cases or examined general concerns of teachers towards adaptive teaching or inclusive education. 

Therefore, it is still unknown how teachers perceive their capacities to meet needs for additional 

support of individual students in their own classrooms. 

Next, to describe how teachers feel more or less capable of meeting identified needs, it is 

important to determine the potential sources of help or hindrance in meeting these needs, as 



 
 

doing so might steer efforts to improve teachers’ capacities. Teachers’ attributions of success or 

failure to meet specific students’ needs for support could be largely a reflection of, or heavily 

influenced, by their generalised feelings of efficacy as teachers i.e. the judgment of their 

capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and learning (Tschannen-

Moran & Hoy, 2001). Teachers’ perceptions of their capacities to meet students’ additional 

support needs could be influenced by their overall self-efficacy beliefs. Sharma, Loreman and 

Forlin (2012) even state that high efficacy among teachers is a key ingredient for inclusive 

classrooms. To address the questions raised, this dissertation aims to explore whether teachers’ 

self-efficacy beliefs explain their perceived (in)capacity to meet their students’ additional support 

needs next to specific attributions for failure or success. 

 

Aims and Research Questions 

The suggested alternative perspective of students’ additional needs seems simple. It defines 

students’ additional support needs from a broad perspective in terms of alterations within the 

learning environment (e.g., instruction, materials and tasks) needed to attain set educational goals, 

as perceived by the teacher. Although this current opinion has been internationally well 

established, there is a lack of empirical knowledge on the matter. If this viewpoint is to be taken 

seriously and possibly implemented, it is necessary to clarify whether these practice-based 

perspective needs also have empirical ground, in addition to the broadly shared intuitive 

arguments that have been made to date. Thus, this dissertation empirically explores teachers’ 

perceptions of students’ additional support needs within mainstream primary education. The 

following three central questions are addressed throughout this dissertation:  

 

1. What additional support needs of student do teachers perceive? 

a. What are characteristics of teacher-identified students with additional support 

needs? 

b. How do teachers perceive their students’ additional support needs? 

2. What is the value of teacher-perceived students’ additional support needs? 

a. What student characteristics are associated with teacher-perceived students’ 

additional support needs? 

b. What teacher characteristics are associated with teacher-perceived 

students’ additional support needs? 

3. How do teachers perceive their capacity to meet students’ additional support needs? 



 
 

 

Sample and Measurements 

This dissertation comprises four empirical studies; all were conducted in Dutch 

mainstream primary education with teachers of students aged 8 – 12 years (in Dutch: groep 4 - 8). 

Data were collected at different moments in time. The data presented in Chapter 2 were collected 

from April to June 2010. Those in Chapter 3 were obtained from September to December 2011. 

The data presented in Chapter 4 and 5 were collected from May to July 2012 and from 

September to December 2012, respectively. 

 

Procedure and Sample Description 

To identify teacher-perceived students with additional support needs in their mainstream 

classrooms, teachers were asked the following question: ‘Which of your students are in need of 

additional support to achieve set educational goals?’ It was made clear that educational goals 

could pertain to a specific subject but also to a student’s social, emotional or behavioural 

development. Table 1.1 describes the samples studied, which will be discussed in Chapters 2 to 5. 

 

Table 1.1  Samples in this Dissertation 

 C

hapter 2 

Chapte

r 3 

Chapter 4 and 5 

Data collection A

pril -June, 

2010 

 S

ept -Dec, 

2

011 

 May - July, 2012 

and 

September - 

December, 2012 

Students       

   Number 1

51 

 1

14 

 2

18 

216 

   Age (years) 8

–12 

 8

–12 

 8

-12 

8-12 

   Gender (male) 5

9% 

 4

8% 

 6

8% 

68% 

   Mathematics 

>P50 

3

9% 

 5

0% 

 3

9% 

39% 

   Reading  >P50 4

2% 

 4

7% 

 3

0% 

30% 

   Diagnose 2

0% 

 2

0% 

 3

8% 

38% 

Teachers       

   Number 5

5 

 5

7 

 1

09 

108 

   Age (years) 1

9-59 

 1

9-59 

 1

9-59 

19-59 

   Gender 

(female) 

7

5% 

 1

00% 

 9

5% 

94% 



 
 

   Level of 

Training (B Ed) 

8

7% 

 8

6% 

 7

4% 

76% 

   Experience 

(years) 

1-

41 

 1

-32 

 0

-32 

0-32 

 

Measurements and Instrumentation 

Teachers and students in Dutch mainstream classrooms were studied in this dissertation. 

In the first study (Chapter 2), teachers were asked for characteristics of the students they selected 

regarding the students’ attainment, students’ self-perceptions, teacher-perceived task-oriented 

behaviour, classroom behaviour and teacher-perceived relationships with students. 

In the second study (Chapter 3) teachers were asked to score the additional support needs 

of students by using the ‘Teacher-Perceived Students’ Additional Support Needs Questionnaire’ 

(TSAN, Bruggink et al., 2014), specifically designed for  this dissertation. Furthermore, teachers 

completed norm-referenced questionnaires regarding the attainment of students, teacher-

perceived task oriented behaviour of students, classroom behaviour and teacher-perceived 

relationships with students. 

In the third study (Chapter 4), teachers scored their perceptions of additional support 

needs of each of two selected students. In addition, teachers scored their self-efficacy beliefs in 

teaching and their personality traits. 

In the fourth study (Chapter 5), teachers rated their perceptions of additional support 

needs of the two selected students using the ‘Teacher-Perceived Students’ Additional Support 

Needs Questionnaire’ (TSAN, Bruggink et al., 2014). For the purposes of this study, however, a 

second version of the questionnaire was developed; exactly the same items were used, but in the 

second questionnaire teachers were asked to score their perceived capacity to meet their students’ 

needs. Thus, teachers first scored the students’ additional support needs and then scored their 

perceived capacity to meet these students’ additional supports needs. In addition, teachers were 

asked to which sources they attributed their success in meeting these needs. Factor analysis 

yielded four sources: teacher-level, classroom-level, student-level and school-level sources. 

Table 1.2 provides a brief overview of the variables and instruments used within the 

dissertation, which will be further discussed in the upcoming chapters. 

 

Outline 

Chapter 2 explores the characteristics of teacher-identified students with additional 

support needs. Who are the students perceived by teachers as having additional support needs? 

Chapter 3 addresses teachers’ differentiated perceptions of students’ additional support needs and 

evaluates these views by linking them to external reference points. What are these students’ needs 

in terms of alterations needed within the classroom, according to the teachers? Chapter 4 reports 

on potential bias in teachers’ perceptions of their students’ additional support needs that may 

derive from teachers’ personal and professional characteristics. What is the value of these 

professional judgments, and to what extent are these perceptions biased by personal or 

professional characteristics? Chapter 5 explores teachers’ perceived capacity to meet their 

students’ additional support needs. Are teachers able to meet their students’ additional support 



 
 

needs in everyday classroom settings? What are reasons for their (in)capacity to meet students’ 

additional support needs? Finally, Chapter 6 provides a general discussion and outlines the major 

findings of the studies reported in Chapters 2 through 5, reflects on these findings in light of the 

aims of this dissertation and discusses implications for teacher practice and training 

 

Adaptations 

The data presented in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 were published or accepted for 

publication in 2013. Small adjustments to the chapters, relative to the form in which they were 

published as, brought improvements in terms of consistency and accuracy throughout the 

dissertation.  

 

 

Table 1.2  Students’ and Teachers’ Characteristics Studied in this Dissertation 

 



 
 

 

Chapter 2 discusses ‘teacher-identified students with additional support’, rather than ‘teacher-

identified students with special educational needs’, as reported in the article. It must be noted that 

this discrepancy is simply a matter of word choice but a crucial one. The phrase ‘additional 

support needs’ better reflects the students in the dissertation samples; this study did not address 

students’ special educational needs in terms of deficits, but students’ additional support needs in terms of 

alterations within classrooms. Moreover, in Chapter 2 as well as Chapter 3, some minor errors 

were corrected in the Method and Results sections. Moreover, some minor layout adjustments 

were made to improve the tables. 

 

 

  

Characteristic Instrument 

Students’ self-

perception  

 

 

‘Competentiebelevingsschaal voor Kinderen’ 

(CBSK, Veerman, Straathof, Treffers, Van den Bergh, & 

Tenbrink, 1997);  the Dutch version of the Self-Perception 

Profile for Children (Harter, 1985).  

Attainment scores in 

mathematics and 

comprehensive reading 

Standardized test developed by the Central 

Institute for Test Development (CITO) 

Students’ cognitive 

processes for efficient, target-

orientated and socially 

adapted behaviour of children 

in school contexts. 

‘Executieve Functies Gedragsvragenlijst’ (BRIEF, 

Smidts & Huizinga, 2009) ; the Dutch version of the 

‘Behaviour Rating of Executive Function’ (Gioia et al., 

2000).  

Student-teacher 

relationship 

Leerkracht Leerling Relatie Vragenlijst’ (LLVR, 

Koomen et al., 2007); the Dutch version of the ‘Student 

Teacher Relationship Scale’ (Pianta, 2001). 

Students’ behaviour 

in the classroom. 

The Dutch version of the Problem Behaviour at 

School Interview (PBSI, Erasmus MC, 2000). 

Students’ additional 

support needs 

‘Teacher-Perceived Students’ Additional Support 

Needs Questionnaire’ (TSAN; Bruggink, Meijer, Goei & 

Koot, 2014) developed by authors, as presented in Chapter 

3. 

Teachers’ self-

efficacy beliefs 

The Dutch translation (Goei, Bekebrede, & Bosma, 

2011) of the Ohio State Teacher Efficacy Scale (OSTES, 

Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001). 

Teachers’ Big Five 

personality traits 

The shortened Dutch version (Gerris, 1998) of 

Goldberg’s Big Five questionnaire (Goldberg, 1992). 

Teachers’ self-

perceived  capacity to meet 

students’ additional support 

needs  

‘Capacity to Meet Students’ Additional Support 

Needs Questionnaire’ (C-TSAN, Bruggink, Goei, & Koot, in 

preparation), as presented in Chapter 5. 

Teacher-perceived 

sources of help or hindrance  

Four attribution scales developed by authors, 

presented in Chapter 3. 



 
 

 


