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David Lansing Cameron & Ragnar Thygesen, University of Agder 

Approaching the problem of transition  

in special education  

The purpose of this book is to explore the phenomenon of transition as it relates to 
special education. On the one hand, the authors investigate transitions in the field of 
special education as a whole, with emphasis on historical developments, cultural 
contexts, and with respect to diverse guiding theories. On the other hand, we exam-
ine the process of transition in a wide range of areas, with an emphasis on the im-
plications that transitions are likely to have for the provision of specialized support 
and individuals with special needs (e.g., from school to work, preschool to school, 
across teaching arrangements and so on). One can think of these two concerns ra-
ther simply as: (a) Special education in transition, and (b) Transitions in special 
education. Accordingly, the book is divided into two parts under these two head-
ings.  

Given the nature of these two objectives, we will be dealing with the matter of 
Special education in transition first. The reason for this is simple. In order to un-
derstand when, why, and how special education can be of benefit, we must first 
reach some conclusions about the dynamic nature of the field as a profession, dis-
cipline, and practice. In short, we are required to throw ourselves into the debate 
about how special education is or perhaps “should be” defined. Not surprisingly, 
this discussion has been categorized as a “normative minefield” (Bachmann & 
Haug, 2006). In the second part of the book, Transitions in special education, the 
authors look first and foremost at how a better understanding of the phenomenon of 
transition under different conditions can be used to support individuals with special 
needs and their families. The context for this discussion is largely that of the Nordic 
countries in which the majority of the contributing authors work: Norway, Sweden, 
Denmark and Finland. However, the topics and approaches presented in the various 
chapters reflect international trends and dilemmas that are likely to be of relevance 
for a broad international audience. 

We suspect that for many readers the book will present a new understanding of 
what special education and the concept of transition entail. We argue that in its cur-
rent state, special education has reached far beyond a definition that is dependent 
upon a manner or system of service provision (e.g., special teaching approaches, 
differentiated content) or simply a context in which children who are struggling to 
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meet the learning objectives of school are educated (e.g., special class, special 
school). Although in the view of the editors this has always been the case, it is only 
in recent years that this rather complex understanding of the field seems to have 
gained acceptance among educational professionals. From an historical perspective, 
changing attitudes and understandings of special education must also be seen in 
light of other closely related, often intertwined traditions, theories, beliefs, and ap-
proaches in the educational sciences as a whole. For example, in recent years we 
have seen the expansion and establishment of a field that has come to be known as 
“inclusive education,” which has come to mean much more than the physical 
placement of children with special needs in general education settings. 

By turning our focus towards ‘special’ rather than ‘inclusive’ education, this 
book may strike some readers as a rejection of the ideals of inclusion. This is by no 
means our intention. However, it seems that the concept of ‘inclusive education’ 
has come to encompass a great many, often diffuse set of ideas, while at the same 
time having a rather dilemmatic construction that is particularly difficult to apply in 
practice. Special education, on the other hand, has traditionally held a rather narrow 
focus and, although being comparatively straightforward in application, has often 
been characterized as not being particularly useful or effective. Indeed, efforts to 
empirically demonstrate the (in)effectiveness of special education as a legally 
founded, system-wide service seem to ebb and flow like the tide, occasionally caus-
ing headlines, yet rarely having major consequences for provision.  

How to define transition in special education terms? 

In the purest sense of the word, transition simply refers to a basic movement from 
one state of being to another. This may be a change in time (young to old, past to 
present), composition (simple to complex, individual to group), location (school to 
work), understanding or skill (novice to expert) and so on. In the literature, there 
are a variety of discourses on transition. Dunlop and Fabian (2002) define transition 
as, “the process of change that is experienced when children and their families 
move from one setting to another” (p. 3). Bergstrøm and Voll (2002) point out that 
it is necessary to distinguish between two different types of transitions: those that 
are dramatic and those that are commonplace. Dramatic transitions are comprehen-
sive and involve great experiences, expectations and demands of competence and 
adjustment. Commonplace transitions are part of one’s daily routine, like going to 
and from school. In contrast, the transition from daycare to compulsory school, for 
example, has the potential to affect a child’s emotional well-being and long-term 
social development and can therefore be considered a “dramatic” transition (Dun-
lop & Fabian, 2002). 
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In education, one is concerned with transitions primarily in the way that they ei-
ther (a) directly affect learning or (b) affect conditions that may in some way have 
an impact on learning. This does not mean that educationalists are not also funda-
mentally concerned with other aspects of the human condition, such as a transition 
in one’s state of health (e.g., healthy to sick) or emotion (e.g., happy to sad), but the 
underlying assumption in the educational sciences is that we are primarily con-
cerned with these things as they relate to the question of how to ensure or improve 
learning. In short, the aim of engendering learning is found at the root of education, 
which is in turn at the root of special education. Thus, for a matter of transition to 
concern special education, it must first and foremost deal with the task of learning – 
or more broadly – it must be educational in nature. 

Theoretical transitions  

In setting the stage for the chapters that follow, it is relevant to highlight an aspect 
of special education theory that has shaped the field and influenced the chapters of 
this book. It is also interesting to consider this matter in relation to the question of 
transition in a broad, theoretical sense. Throughout the history of special education, 
two influential perspectives have often been asserted. The one perspective repre-
sents an individual approach to dealing with special needs, with an emphasis on 
diagnosis, categories of impairment, and specialized methods and arrangements; 
whereas the second perspective is characterized as a “social model” in which the 
focus is primarily directed towards system or structural level influences in under-
standing difference (Cameron, 2012; Norwich, 2002). The individual perspective is 
typically described as a “medical model” of disability which is rooted in the posi-
tivist paradigm and builds on a platform for classification and treatment of disabili-
ties (Skrtic, 1995). 

The increasing influence of the social model over the last several decades repre-
sents an historical transition in the field of special education that is closely tied to 
the movement towards inclusive education in general. Indeed, many have suggest-
ed that special education has been in crisis ever since researchers launched the so-
cial model and directed criticism towards the field and its reliance on the medical 
model (Oliver, 1996; Shakespeare & Watson 1997; Thomlinson, 1985). In contrast, 
the persistence of an individual, disability oriented view of special needs is consid-
ered by some to be a major reason why the inclusion movement has not gained 
wider acceptance (Vislie, 2006). Thus, although individual-oriented approaches 
remain a defining feature of special education provision, the wider debate concern-
ing the underlying basis of the field has certainly been both complicated and influ-
enced by the introduction of the social model. With respect to transitional process-




