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56. BHP-Bundesfachtagung 

Denkraum: „Aus Europa. In Europa. Entwicklungen in den heilpädagogischen 

Handlungsfelder mit sozialpolitischem Fokus betrachtet“  

Statement by Katrin Langensiepen 

 

Special pedagogues work with individuals across all stages of life who experience disabilities 

or are at risk of disadvantage. Their work spans early intervention, childcare, education, youth 

services, social care, and the support of adults and elderly people. Importantly, special 

pedagogues engage not only with individuals, but also with families, communities, and society 

at large, with the goal of fostering inclusion and participation. They are advocates, educators, 

and social innovators, often operating under difficult conditions, yet always seeking to 

strengthen access, equity, and dignity for those they support. 

From a European social policy perspective, your work is indispensable. Yet, across the 

continent, we see increasing challenges. Economic constraints, demographic changes, political 

shifts, and rising social inequalities threaten the stability of inclusive services. In some 

countries, extreme political movements have gained influence, challenging social cohesion and 

placing inclusive policies under pressure. This is not hypothetical. We know from experience 

that whenever social services are underfunded, or whenever the political focus shifts away from 

inclusion, people with disabilities, children in vulnerable situations, and socially marginalized 

communities are the first to be affected. The professionals who support them, special 

pedagogues, social workers, teachers, then face enormous pressure, needing to navigate 

complex bureaucracies, funding gaps, and societal barriers, all while striving to maintain high-

quality support. 

In this context, cross-border solidarity and cooperation are more essential than ever. Inclusion 

cannot remain a purely national task; it must be supported at the European level. We need to 

learn from each other, share best practices, and provide mutual support. European frameworks, 

such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the EU’s own social 

and inclusion policies, provide guidance, but they require constant vigilance, advocacy, and 

engagement to translate principles into practice. 

Let me illustrate this with an example from Germany. Special pedagogues working in early 

childhood education often encounter children with complex needs, whose families face 

multiple forms of social disadvantage, language barriers, poverty, migration-related 

challenges, or social exclusion. In such cases, professional support is not just about education; 

it involves navigating healthcare, welfare services, and community support networks. The 
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success of inclusion in these instances relies not just on the pedagogue’s expertise, but on 

systemic support, coordination across agencies, and policy frameworks that prioritize inclusion 

over administrative efficiency or cost-cutting. When these systems fail, children and families 

suffer and so does the very goal of an inclusive society. 

Across Europe, similar patterns emerge, but with significant differences between countries. In 

some member states, inclusion is structurally well-supported with strong legal frameworks, 

funding, and professional recognition. In others, inclusion is still largely aspirational, hindered 

by gaps in resources, training, and societal attitudes. These disparities highlight both the need 

for European-level dialogue and the potential for shared learning. The International Society of 

Special Education Professionals (IGhB) plays a vital role here, connecting practitioners, 

exchanging knowledge, and helping to shape policies that promote inclusion continent-wide. 

As a European politician, I see three central challenges: 

First, supporting disadvantaged communities in real-life practice. Special pedagogues are on 

the frontline, helping children, youth, and adults navigate social systems. Their work is hands-

on, detailed, and deeply relational. Inclusion is not abstract—it is lived daily through care, 

guidance, advocacy, and education. 

Second, ensuring policy coherence and sustainability. The variation in support across member 

states underscores the need for coordinated European action. Policymakers must ensure that 

national policies align with EU-level commitments, that funding is adequate, and that legal 

frameworks support rather than hinder inclusion. Social policy cannot be optional; it must be 

embedded in our political and economic priorities. 

Third, strengthening professional networks and knowledge exchange. Associations like the 

BHP and IGhB are more than professional bodies, they are platforms for collaboration, for 

sharing experience, for improving standards, and for influencing policy. By fostering dialogue 

and cross-border projects, we strengthen the profession, improve outcomes for the people we 

serve, and reinforce the legitimacy of inclusive approaches. 

Let me expand on the policy implications. Across Europe, we need to safeguard the principle 

that social inclusion is a right, not a privilege. This requires: 

• Investment in inclusive education and training, from early childhood through 

adulthood. 

• Strong legal frameworks that guarantee access for children, youth, and adults with 

disabilities. 

• Cross-sectoral coordination, ensuring that healthcare, social services, education, and 

employment policies reinforce each other rather than work at odds. 
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• Participatory policymaking, involving professionals, families, and people with 

disabilities themselves in the design and evaluation of services. 

We also need strong European-level commitments. The European Commission and the 

European Parliament must prioritize inclusion in every aspect of their social policy agenda. For 

example, inclusive frameworks should be part of funding programs, research initiatives, and 

cross-border professional exchanges. Initiatives like the European Social Fund, Erasmus+ for 

professional training, or pilot projects in inclusive pedagogy provide tangible ways to 

strengthen inclusion, but they need continued support, evaluation, and scaling. 

Let me share a concrete example. In the Netherlands, hybrid approaches in education, blending 

in-person support with targeted digital tools, have allowed children with disabilities to 

participate more fully in mainstream classrooms. These models demonstrate how inclusion can 

be strengthened without imposing a one-size-fits-all approach. In Austria, community-based 

early intervention services integrate health, education, and social care, offering a model of 

professional collaboration and family-centred practice. These examples show that inclusive 

solutions are possible, but they require commitment, coordination, and resources. 

The question then becomes: How do we maintain momentum? How do we ensure that inclusion 

remains central, even in politically or economically challenging times? Here, professional 

associations, civil society, and policymakers must work together. Forums like this one, where 

we discuss, share, and learn, are critical. They allow us to recognize common challenges, 

celebrate successes, and commit to joint action. Inclusion cannot be achieved in isolation; it 

requires collaboration, advocacy, and continuous reflection. 

Looking forward, I see three priorities for Europe: 

1. Make inclusion a binding commitment, not a discretionary goal, across all EU policies. 

2. Invest in professional development and networking to strengthen the capacity of special 

pedagogues across Europe. 

3. Ensure that citizens with disabilities or at risk of exclusion have a voice in 

policymaking, so that inclusion is truly participatory. 

In conclusion, the work of special pedagogues is central to a more inclusive Europe. They bring 

theory into practice, policy into life, and principles into daily interactions. By fostering cross-

border cooperation, strengthening professional networks, and advocating for robust social 

policies, we can create societies where every individual, regardless of ability, background, or 

circumstance, can participate, contribute, and thrive. Inclusion is not merely an ideal; it is a 

shared responsibility, a measure of our societies, and a task that demands creativity, dedication, 

and solidarity. 


