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Abstract: This qualitative case study investigates the rationales, dilemmas, and shortcomings of
the so-called “inclusion-promoting steering models” in which Danish schools have to pay a price
for every student they cannot include in their school. For more than 10 years, the government has
promoted such financial steering models and a rising number of municipalities have adopted the
system, so that more than one-half of the existing Danish municipalities work with them. According
to its advocates, this model supports the inclusion of students in schools in several direct ways. This
case study shows that this model is based on some strong rationales, as it offers opportunities to
promote the development of inclusive schools. However, the study also reveals that this comes at a
price, as the model sometimes poses difficult dilemmas on school leaders and hinders the inclusion
of all students.
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1. Introduction

Building an inclusive learning environment in school refers to more than just physical
access and the provision of support to students with different disabilities. Rather, it concerns
a profound change of the school system where schools alter their organisations and practices
in ways that will support the active participation of all children [1]. Sometimes, attending
to and providing for every child’s needs in a school system requires extra resources such as
extra personnel, assistive devices or accommodations. For example, the presence of two
teachers in one classroom can be crucial to support the participation of a diverse group of
students. This means that the amount of resources and the financial system underlying the
provision of school services can be a significant factor in realising a school for all children.
In the case of Denmark, the institutional organisation of a financial system allegedly
supporting inclusion has played an important role for more than 10 years. Back in 2010, the
Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Education, and other partners analysed how Danish
municipalities organised school funding, including the funding of special educational
support [2]. They found that the way the municipalities organised their financial systems
in the school area in itself hindered the effective development of an inclusive school.
Furthermore, they mentioned that the common financial system of the school area seemed
to be an underlying reason why the mainstream school system segregated more and
more students into special classes and special schools. To counteract this tendency, the
ministries recommended a system called the inclusion-promoting steering model that called
for the municipalities to strengthen schools’ incentives to provide services for students in
mainstream classrooms ([2], p. 25). Since then, more and more municipalities in Denmark
have chosen to change their financial systems to conform to this model. This means that at
present, more than one-half of all municipalities in Denmark work with financial systems in
which incentives to include students in mainstream classrooms play a key role. Hence, it is
interesting to investigate the rationales that the municipal administrative leaders use when
making decisions about transitioning to this financial system and the positive consequences
they, along with the school leaders, foresee or experience in this respect. However, it is
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also a basic fact of the system that it puts economic pressure on school leaders if they
choose to (or find that they have to) segregate students from mainstream schools to special
educational schools or special classes. This may pose significant dilemmas on school leaders
if, for instance, the school in question finds it difficult to provide the best support for a
student in need and, at the same time, has difficulties finding financial opportunities to pay
for the needed support outside school. Hence, the following two research questions of this
interview-based case study is:

• What are the rationales of the “inclusion-promoting steering models” from the per-
spectives of the municipal and school leaders?

• What dilemmas does the model pose to school leaders?

2. Background—Introduction and Growth of the Model

Over the last decade, an increase has been noted in the number of Danish munic-
ipalities that have changed the financial system of their school districts [3]. In 2010, a
rapidly rising number of students referred from mainstream classes to special classes or
schools spurred this change [2,4]. This development was considered troubling in terms
of the educational ideals of building an inclusive school system that offers the necessary
help and support in mainstream classrooms to a vast majority of children [1]. Further-
more, this development increasingly became troubling in terms of the economy, as the
support offered in special schools or classes is several times more expensive than that in
mainstream classrooms [5]. In 2010, the Danish Ministry of Finance, the Danish Ministry
of Education, and other partners formed a committee and analysed the situation. The
committee scrutinised the way Danish municipalities had organised the financial system
in the school area. They found that the organisation of the school finances played a key
role in increasing segregation from mainstream schools, as the setup was not found to
be conductive of the development of inclusive learning environments. At the same time,
they concluded that referring students to special schools or classes was free of financial
consequences for mainstream schools, as the municipality had separately allocated extra
funds for expenditures on such arrangements.

“ . . . schools rarely pay a noteworthy part of the expenditures for the students being
referred to segregated special schools and classes. This means, that schools most often do
not feel the expenditure-wise consequences for the municipality. The committee finds,
that the high degree of segregation [of children from mainstream schools to special support
venues] might be due to the fact that it is costly for schools to include students with special
needs, and, at the same time, free of charge to seek that these students are transferred to
segregated special schools and classes. In other words, the steering- and budget models
are a contributing cause . . . ” ([2], p. 25).

The 2010 report scrutinised and outlined the organisational details of the financial
steering systems in 12 representative municipalities. A conclusion common to all these
municipalities was that virtually the entire budget for financing special educational support
was centralised at the municipality level. This organisation implied that when a student
was shifted from a mainstream classroom to a special school or class, the extra expenditures
for this arrangement had to be paid by a pool of finances at the municipality level, and the
school would pay nothing or very little. This meant that schools were not encouraged to
work toward inclusion at all, for instance, through arranging accommodations for students
in the learning environment, as this would increase school’s expenditures in addition to
their ordinary school budget.

“The budget models in the 12 municipalities are fairly centralised, and none of the
municipalities have fully decentralised the financial responsibility for special educational
support to the schools. Because of this, the present models do evidently not encourage
schools to include students” (Ibid., p. 18)

According to the ministerial report, the alternative to this centralised budget model
is to let the schools pay a part of or all of the expenditures when a student is referred to



Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, 832 3 of 11

special support outside the mainstream school system. As a pre-requisite for this model, the
municipality must divide the budget for special educational support and then decentralise
these funds to schools across the municipality in advance, for example before the beginning
of the school year. On the one hand, this model provides larger funds to schools that
can choose to use some of these funds to invest in building an inclusive environment
in mainstream schools. For instance, through hiring more teachers or social educators,
arranging more lessons with two teachers in one classroom at the same time, arranging
special support groups or investing in physical accommodations in the classrooms to meet
the needs of all students. On the other hand, this model means that the singular school
must also carry the financial burden if it chooses to refer a student to a special school or
class. Figure 1 illustrates the differing principles of the aforementioned two budget models.

Educ. Sci. 2022, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 3 of 11 
 

According to the ministerial report, the alternative to this centralised budget model 
is to let the schools pay a part of or all of the expenditures when a student is referred to 
special support outside the mainstream school system. As a pre-requisite for this model, 
the municipality must divide the budget for special educational support and then decen-
tralise these funds to schools across the municipality in advance, for example before the 
beginning of the school year. On the one hand, this model provides larger funds to schools 
that can choose to use some of these funds to invest in building an inclusive environment 
in mainstream schools. For instance, through hiring more teachers or social educators, 
arranging more lessons with two teachers in one classroom at the same time, arranging 
special support groups or investing in physical accommodations in the classrooms to meet 
the needs of all students. On the other hand, this model means that the singular school 
must also carry the financial burden if it chooses to refer a student to a special school or 
class. Figure 1 illustrates the differing principles of the aforementioned two budget mod-
els. 

 
Figure 1. The centralised and decentralised budget models at a glance. 

Under the heading “Inclusion-promoting steering models”, the ministerial report ex-
plains the model and recommends it as follows: 

“The committee suggests that (…) the municipalities to a greater extent lets the schools 
pay a part of the expenditures to the students being referred to segregated support [in 
special schools or special classes] which is accompanied by a previous increased decen-
tralisation of the budgets” (Ibid., p. 25). 
Different budget models and their effects have been investigated and discussed ex-

tensively in the international research literature, especially in the American and Canadian 
contexts. Based on data from Texas school districts, Cullen investigated the connection 
between school-financial incentives in the form of larger state revenues and the number 
of students classified as disabled, who enrolled in special education. 

“The results indicate that local responses to state incentives play an important role in 
determining the ultimate size of special education programs, and therefore, in determin-
ing the allocation of resources within and across schools. I find that a 10% increase in 
the supplemental revenue generated by a disabled student leads to approximately a 2% 
increase in the fraction of students classified as disabled” [6, p. 1559].  
Concurrently, Greene argues that schools in several American states have this type 

of incentive to over-identify students with learning disabilities, as school finances are con-
nected to the number of students with special needs: “[t]he incentive to over-identify is caused 

Figure 1. The centralised and decentralised budget models at a glance.

Under the heading “Inclusion-promoting steering models”, the ministerial report explains
the model and recommends it as follows:

“The committee suggests that ( . . . ) the municipalities to a greater extent lets the
schools pay a part of the expenditures to the students being referred to segregated support
[in special schools or special classes] which is accompanied by a previous increased
decentralisation of the budgets” (Ibid., p. 25).

Different budget models and their effects have been investigated and discussed ex-
tensively in the international research literature, especially in the American and Canadian
contexts. Based on data from Texas school districts, Cullen investigated the connection
between school-financial incentives in the form of larger state revenues and the number of
students classified as disabled, who enrolled in special education.

“The results indicate that local responses to state incentives play an important role in
determining the ultimate size of special education programs, and therefore, in determining
the allocation of resources within and across schools. I find that a 10% increase in the
supplemental revenue generated by a disabled student leads to approximately a 2%
increase in the fraction of students classified as disabled” ([6], p. 1559).

Concurrently, Greene argues that schools in several American states have this type
of incentive to over-identify students with learning disabilities, as school finances are
connected to the number of students with special needs: “[t]he incentive to over-identify is
caused by providing schools with additional funds as more students are placed in special education
categories. . . ” ([7], p. 703). Based on data from several US states, Greene and Forster (2002)
investigated the effect of the funding system on the number of students enrolled in special
education programmes. They conclude that there is a strong connection:

“State funding systems are having a dramatic effect on special education enrollment rates.
In states where schools had a financial incentive to identify more students as disabled
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and place them in special education, the percentage of all students enrolled in special
education grew significantly more rapidly over the past decade” ([8], p. 8).

Wishart and Jahnukainen (2010) found the same linkage in the school funding system
in Alberta, Canada. In the Alberta system, schools receive extra funding according to a
set of codes for student disabilities, where more severe disabilities lead to higher funding.
As the authors write, “[i]t is obvious that the current Alberta special education coding
system provides chances for schools to (. . . ) ‘upgrade’ students to a better funded category”
([9], p. 186). Several American states have introduced incentives for schools to attend to
students’ special needs in mainstream classes instead of doing so in special educational
programmes, and Kwak investigated the effects of such incentives. Based on register-based
data from California, the study concluded that referral rates and disability rates seem to be
affected by the introduction of incentives in the financial systems of school districts. Kwak
notes in the following excerpt:

“ . . . changes in the price of special education have a negative effect on disability rates
and a negative effect on total state special education classification. In other words, when
the price of special education increases, as it did for all districts in California, the quantity
of students classified as disabled falls” ([10], p. 64).

Regarding the conclusions and recommendations by the Danish ministries, these
studies seem to indicate that there might be a connection between the construction of the fi-
nancial system and the number of pupils that schools choose or do not choose to include. In
the years following the 2010 report from the Danish ministries, many Danish municipalities
chose to follow the recommendation to adopt the decentralisation of special educational
budgets for schools, thereby strengthening incentives for inclusion. Though none of the
twelve representatively chosen municipalities had established this financial setup at the
beginning of 2010, more and more municipalities proceeded in this direction and adopted
a decentralised system. By 2019, the balance tipped and 51% of all Danish municipalities
had adopted the system and decentralised their budget for special educational support to
schools, whereas 49% of them still followed the traditional centralised budget model [11]. In
2021, the pattern continued and 57% of all Danish municipalities had adopted decentralised
budgets, whereas 43% continued to follow the centralised model [5]. This strong pattern
causes it to be imperative to investigate further details of the consequences of the model in
practice for the schools working with it and the real-life pros and cons of the increasingly
popular model. The research questions of this study stem from the aforementioned aims of
the investigation.

3. Data and Methods

This qualitative case study builds on interviews of school leaders and municipal
administrative leaders conducted across the years 2019, 2020, and 2021. These were semi-
structured interviews [12], in which 11 municipal administrative leaders were interviewed;
out of these, 7 were from municipalities working with the decentralised budget model and
4 were from those working with the centralised budget model. In addition, interviews of 16
school leaders were used, out of which 10 worked with decentralised budget models and 6
worked with centralised budget models. All interviews were audio recorded, generating
approximately 27 h of recorded material. This material was transcribed in Danish. Tran-
script symbols can be seen in Appendix A. The resulting transcripts were coded according
to the study’s two research questions. This constructed a focused data set, which was later
analysed qualitatively, focusing on bringing forward the rationales as well as the dilemmas
of the two budget models according to the participating leaders. The author conducted all
coding and analysis. The excerpts used in this study have been translated into English.

All the participants were informed of the purpose of the study and accepted to partic-
ipate and all data were gathered, stored, and analysed in accordance with the European
General Data Protection Regulation [13]. To protect the anonymity of participants, in-
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formation such as names, places, and so forth have been deleted or modified, and all
municipalities are anonymised as well.

Regarding the interpretation of the results, it is important to underscore that the study
is a qualitative interview-based case study with a limited number of participants. Therefore,
generalisation should be done with caution. In addition, it is noteworthy that the purpose
of this study was not to represent, for instance, the perspectives of all Danish school leaders
or municipal leaders working with different types of budget models, but rather to explore
the types of rationales, dilemmas, and the nature of arguments that our participants put
forward in the conducted interviews.

4. Results of the Study

In this section, the results of the study are presented in the following two sections.
Section 4.1 scrutinises the rationales of the decentralised budget model as accounted by
municipal and school leaders, while Section 4.2 analyses the dilemmas and shortcomings
of the model as accounted by municipal and school leaders.

4.1. Rationales of the “Inclusion-Promoting” Budget Model as Accounted by the Leaders

Several of the interviewed municipal administrative leaders and the school leaders
expressed quite frankly that the decentralised budget model works through the creation of
an incentive for school leaders. That is, a central built-in force in the budget model is that it
works by putting financial pressure on the individual school leader if the latter chooses to
refer a student out of the mainstream school. This mechanism is often expressed as quite
straightforward as shown in the excerpt below:

“Every time they cannot make it work in their school, they have to pay this price for it.”

(Municipal administrative leader, Municipality 1, 2020, p. 8)

The size of “the price” that the school must pay differs from one municipality to
another; however, it typically ranges from double to five or six times the price of having
a student in a mainstream class. In Denmark’s context, the typical expenditures that
mainstream schools have for a student is about DKR 60.000–70.000 (about USD 8.600) per
year, whereas the average expenditures for a student in a special school is about DKR
430.000 (about USD 57.300) per year [5]. The simple logic of the system is that the school
leaders pay out of their budgets from double to six times the expenditure for the student, if
the student is referred to a special school. However, at the same time, this also means that
it is profitable for the school if it is possible to create in-school accommodations to meet the
needs of the student for less than this price, which, of course, creates a rather large scope
for opportunity to adopt the learning environment to the needs of all students. A school
leader elaborates on how the model creates an incentive to create local accommodations
and in-house support for all students, as this might prevent the school from paying the
expenditures for segregation from a mainstream school to a special school or class:

“It is also a part of the incentives of the model that instead of spending DKR 250.000
[about USD 33.300—the price in this particular municipality] off with a student ( . . . )
we might, if we have a few students with similar needs, spend the money more effectively
in house. In fact, that is the core of steering logic. We should act in this way. It is a
common practice.” (School leader, Municipality 3, 2019, p. 4)

As the school leader explains in the previous excerpt, it has become a common or-
ganisational solution in Danish mainstream schools to form a small special support group
with a number of students with similar needs, which is supported and promoted by the
financial structure. The in-school special support groups can, for instance, target the needs
of a number of students who need close support in a number of subjects, but who are a
part of their mainstream classes for the rest of the school day. The rationale for this specific
setup is that by putting together a number of students with similar needs, the economy
bound in working hours for the staff teaching this group produces more hours of support
than if the students were supported individually in the individual mainstream classrooms
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of which they are a part. As a simple and straightforward example, if five students in five
different classrooms need specialised support in three hours per week, this would demand
five times three working hours if an extra teacher were to go into each different classroom,
whereas if the group of five students are gathered in a small group, it only demands three
hours in total. Although this simple logic is a widely adopted strategy in Danish schools
at present, it can sometimes be challenged in real-life school settings. As several school
leaders underscore, the extra finances that are decentralised and added to the ordinary
school budget allows for the development of a much wider range of accommodations
than the pool of finances for special support still centralised at the municipal level. In
a certain sense, the change in the financial steering logic has been a part of, and often a
direct pre-requisite for, a change within the Danish school system, where the boundaries
between mainstream school and special support within special schools and classes are
increasingly blurred. As one school leader expressed, the economy makes way for a kind
of hybridisation between ordinary and special schools:

“I think that we are inventing hybrid models [between mainstream school and special
school] at the local level (. . . ) and we are actually quite good at changing form and
structure all the time, based on the needs of the children” (School leader, Municipality
3, 2019, p. 1).

This school leader also argued that the local development of hybrid models is made
possible by the decentralised economy of the schools. This model also suggests that schools
make decisions in-house regarding which students should attend what groups or kinds
of support and for how many hours. As the school leader says, they are as school leaders
better allowed to change the structure all the time based on the needs of the students,
instead of having to go through a time-consuming referral system in the centralised model
with a referral committee at the municipal level.

In contrast, there are still a number of municipalities working with the centralised
budget model. The school leaders and municipal administrative leaders working under
this model often mentioned the built-in limitations of this other model. This is, for instance,
the case in the following excerpt from an interview with a municipal administrative leader
reflecting on the current state of affairs in their municipality:

“. . . regardless of whether you like it, there are no incentives in the structure at all . . . it
does not cost the schools anything to send in an application to the referral committee.
This means that there is nothing—you are basically not animated to say “Could we do
something else, that is, make some efforts, some [support in school]” (. . . ) It is free of
charge to send a Christian into referral and have him removed [from mainstream school]
. . . the money, that at present is lying here with me [at the municipal level], you know, it
should be out, working (. . . ) in mainstream schools” (Municipal administrative leader,
Municipality 2, December 2020, p. 3–4).

As the municipal administrative leader frames the matter in the previous excerpt, it
is underscored how the pool of finances in the centralised budget for special educational
support is a passive resource. The money is “lying here with me” when “it should be out,
working” for and be put to use instead in the mainstream schools to build accommodations
to meet the needs of all students.

Another municipal administrative leader pointed out how the traditional centralised
model seems to create counterproductive incentives in regard to inclusive school develop-
ment: decisions to shift a student from a mainstream school are financially rewarded (as the
municipality pays for these). In addition, decisions to try to create an inclusive environment
that would suit the needs of a student with special needs are financially punished (as the
school leader has to pay for this out of his or her own budget, which at the outset is smaller
because of the centralised special educational budget).

“. . . our financial incentives are horrible, you know, the only thing that pays off is to send
a child into a special school. You do not want to put money on the table yourself. (. . . )
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This means that it is totally and completely free for a school leader to segregate a child.”
(Municipal administrative leader, Municipality 4, 2019, p. 8)

The interviewed leaders pointed out a consequence of the traditional centralised
budget model and the limited budgets that mainstream schools have in this setup. As
already mentioned, it is a part of this setup that schools have to send in a request to have
a student segregated to a municipal referral committee when they experience that the
student’s problems are beyond what they are able to work with in school. However, this
procedure often requires some time, as a request requires a pedagogical-psychological
evaluation and the student’s problems should be significant enough before deciding on a
referral application. Because of this, students’ problems are sometimes left unattended and
just grow bigger before the cases are brought up at a referral meeting. As the municipal
administrative leader in Municipality 3 pondered, this entails a risk that the institutional
setup itself sometimes contributes to a delay in interventions, leading to escalation of the
student’s problems, in comparison to the case of the budgets allocated in advance to the
schools by decentralisation.

“In those cases, you might say: (. . . ) Are we actually ourselves producing some of the
children that are not thriving?” (Ibid., p. 5)

This indicates a core problem associated with the traditional organisation of the special
education budget: budgets for support are passive and lie waiting at the municipal level
until student’s problems reach a point where the student often has to be moved from the
mainstream school. The possibilities of building accommodations to suit the needs of all
students within the mainstream are limited to the mainstream school budget.

4.2. Dilemmas of the “Inclusion-Promoting” Budget Model as Accounted by the Leaders

The previous section mentioned a number of important advantages of the decen-
tralised budget model and pointed out how the model avoids some of the shortcomings of
the traditional centralised budget model. However, at the core of the model lies a potential
problem built into the effective financial incentives. The problem is that if a school ends up
segregating more students than they can afford within the decentralised part of the budget
for special educational support, they might find themselves forced to cut the budgets of
the mainstream school. At the decentralised level of an individual school, there is only
one budget for the school leader, meaning that the funds for the mainstream school and
the funds for special educational support work as two connected vessels. This means that
mainstream classes, the teachers teaching them, and the students attending them might
end up paying the price for other students’ support. Several school leaders point to this
mechanism as a dilemma between the mainstream part and the special part of the school.
In several municipalities represented in this study, one or more schools ended up having
troubles because they spent too much of their budget on paying for special educational
support. As a municipal administrative leader explained, there is a risk of sliding into what
he called “a vicious circle”:

“. . . some [school leaders] move more children [to special schools or classes] than they can
afford. (. . . ) And the problem is that if you get a negative result on the bottom line, or
get close to zero, then you are not able to invest in building [inclusive] environments
in your school. This turns into a vicious circle because it means that you are going to
send even more students to special support premises. (. . . ) If they don’t control that part
of the economy, then it is going to have severe consequences for their ordinary classes.”
(Municipal administrative leader, Municipality 5, 2019, p. 5)

As the municipal leader explains, if you, as a school, end up segregating too many
students (whom the school leader pays for in the decentralised model) for support, you
might be forced to cut back the budgets of the mainstream classrooms, which also often
means cutting back the capacity to attend to all of the students’ needs. This might mean that,
over time, even more students must be sent off to special schools or classes, strengthening
the pressure on the school’s budget—and the vicious circle continues.
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How does this look from the perspective of one of the school leaders involved in this
situation? In the following excerpt, a school leader explained how they had to gradually
cut back the resources in terms of two teachers in the same classroom, co-teaching, and
division of classes during lessons, as more and more students were being put in special
support groups or segregated to special premises outside school.

“. . . the economy is not enough regarding the needs. This means that co-teaching in
the ordinary classes . . . [pauses]. Early on, we had more lessons with two teachers, but
they were pulled out and sent to [the special support groups]. Actually, all resources for
co-teaching and division of classes during lessons and so on have gone into [the special
support groups]. This means that, as a student in an ordinary class with 26 students,
you must be in the large group the whole time. This becomes a problem for some of the
students, with the result that we indirectly exclude some over time.” (School leader,
Municipality 6, 2019, p. 3)

As the school leader pointed out, the mechanism of the incentive has led to a situation
in which they must stop two-teacher lessons and division of classes (also demanding
two teachers) during lessons, as the special support groups swallow up more and more
resources. As the leader argued, this leads to a situation where all mainstream classroom
lessons are taught by only one teacher and this limits the scope and opportunities for
attending to every student’s needs. Furthermore, the leader argued that the unattended
needs of some students in these classes continue to increase up to a point at which they
are also excluded and put in a special support group—the “vicious circle” as mentioned
by a municipal administrative leader. Another school leader pointed out that this actually
indicates a risk that it is the students in mainstream classes who eventually pay the price
that is built into the incentive-driven decentralised budget model.

“In a direct manner, you can say that it might be the children who pay for some of this.
The well-functioning children—that is. For in this setup, it is all the children with
difficulties who receive the support that they should have—so the money wanders in that
direction, you might say.” (School leader, Municipality 18, 2021, p. 5)

The earlier quoted school leader in Municipality 3, who experienced the built-in dilem-
mas of the model, reflected on the fairness of the model as well as what the consequences
in the long run might be as follows:

“It makes me fear for the future of the common school . . . that the children who are just
competent in the school subjects and function well in the social peer groups will not be
able to receive enough because all of the resources go to the special area. (. . . ) How are
you supposed to stimulate the skilled students when all the time goes to the ones with
problems? (. . . ) The [special support groups] swallow up everything . . . ” (School leader,
Municipality 18, 2021, p. 7)

As observed, according to municipal administrative leaders in municipalities that
have not decentralised funds to schools, there is significant pressure from schools to have
students segregated to special educational premises. This clearly makes controlling the
economy at the central level difficult in the centralised model, as there is always a risk of
spending too many resources on special educational support. According to some of the
school leaders, it is also part of the rationale of decentralisation to shift this pressure from
the municipality to schools. For instance, a school leader said:

“The intention [with decentralising the budget to the schools] was also that the munic-
ipality was not able to control the economy. Now, the pressure that used to lie at the
municipal level has been shifted out on the school. Now, WE are caught in the dilemma.”
(School leader, Municipality 8, 2019, p. 1).

As the school leader said in the previous excerpt, the choice of decentralising the
budgets was selected because the municipality level had a hard time handling this dilemma.
In a certain sense, one could say that decentralising does not necessarily solve the dilemma
between balancing special support and mainstream schools (which is also a question of
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balancing the needs of all students). Rather, according to the accounts of our participants, it
seems that it sometimes just moves from being a municipal dilemma to being an individual
school leaders’ dilemma at the local level.

It is important to put forth one further built-in problem of the model. In the traditional
centralised model, decisions to shift a child from mainstream to special educational sup-
port are made by a municipal referral board comprising specialists, such as educational
psychologists and special educational consultants. However, when the budget is decen-
tralised, such decisions move from the central municipal level to the individual school
leader, causing the following question to be vital: do all individual school leaders possess
the competencies to evaluate students’ special needs and the ability to make decisions
about how to address students’ special needs? This does not seem to be the case. As one
school leader briefly stated:

“But I simply have not . . . I do not have . . . I am not competent to make this decision on
my own” (School leader, Municipality 18, 2021, p. 9).

Another school leader framed it even more directly as follows:

“You know, I do not have the competencies to say what kind of accommodation [the
student needs]. So it makes me sit here, like, helpless and, of course, I can make a wild
guess—well, then I will place the child here. However, I really need someone who, with
stronger competencies within the field, is able to say, ‘This is what we will do’. In this
respect, we are challenged by the way we have organised things today, I think” (School
leader, Municipality 18, 2021, p. 10).

When decentralising the economy, decisions are made by the individual school leader
instead of the referral board. However, this might lead to less precise decisions on how
to accommodate the special learning needs of a specific student. This means that there is
a risk of imprecise and less professional decisions in regard to how to attend to students’
needs when decisions move from a board of specialised professionals to school leaders,
some of whom have limited or no professional knowledge or competence on the matter.

5. Concluding Discussion—Pros and Cons of the Decentralised Model

As the study has revealed, municipal and school leaders emphasise the following
rationales and advantages of the decentralised budget model:

a. When school leaders pay for support outside of their own budget, they become less
inclined to refer students to support outside the school.

b. Decentralised funds can be invested in creating inclusive learning environments in main-
stream schools instead of the budget lying as a passive resource at the municipal level.

c. This model causes it to be possible to accommodate the learning environment to
students’ needs earlier on and prevent some of the situations that might mean that a
student has to be removed from a mainstream classroom to more specialised support
outside the mainstream classroom.

In contrast, the participants of the study also pointed to the following dilemmas and
shortcomings pertaining to the model:

a. If the school leader moves more students to special support than the decentralised
budget can bear, the school might end up in a situation in which they have to cut
back the budget of mainstream classes to finance the support group.

b. This means that mainstream school students may ultimately pay the price for other
students’ support. In addition, it means that the possibilities for attending to students’
different needs within mainstream classes are limited, leading to an increase in some
students’ needs to a point where they also need to be removed from the mainstream class.

c. As mentioned by the school leaders themselves, not all school leaders have the
required competencies to make qualified decisions regarding what accommodations
and arrangements will meet the needs of all students. This means that decentralising
the budget leads to a risk of less qualified decisions regarding educational support
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compared to the decisions of the specialised group of professionals typically found
on municipal referral boards.

As mentioned in Section 2, it was a central argument from the committee formed by
Danish ministries right from the beginning that the decentralisation of budgets would cause
school leaders to be less inclined to refer students out of school and increase the amount
of resources available to them to build inclusive learning environments [2]. According to
our participants, these advantages seem to be obvious consequences of the model when
realised in real life.

However, the shortcomings that the present study has unfolded follow as well from
the budget model. As some of our participating leaders mentioned, there is a risk that
students in mainstream classes may ultimately pay the price of adopting the decentralised
model. As observed in the results section, this is already happening in some schools. This
clearly makes it necessary to ask (as some of our participants do) whether it is fair to
construct such a system with its long-term consequences.

The shortcomings of the model can lead to the conclusion that municipalities should
return to the centralised budget model. However, would this really be a solution? As
the proponents state in some of the aforementioned quotes, there are, in fact, very strong
rationales for the model and it seems to solve some of the problems of the classical cen-
tralised model that presumably all municipalities in Denmark had about 12 years back.
Re-centralising the budget would draw back resources from the schools to the central
municipal board. This would leave fewer resources at the school level and thus decrease
the capacity to work for inclusion through, for instance, two teachers teaching the same
class, co-teaching, or special support groups at school.

Do the findings of the present case study have direct relevance for school systems outside
the Danish context that it investigates? The findings support the types of conclusions put
forward by, for instance, Kwak [10], that the introduction of incentives in the budget model
leads to a decrease in the fraction of students referred to special educational support. The case
study adds to such conclusions by unfolding in further detail how this type of budget model
works through the added economic pressure that the school leaders report. In this way, the
present study investigates and unfolds some of the mechanisms underlying the aggregated
effects that can be studied at the population level. Of course, direct comparisons between
school systems that differ in many ways should always be performed with great caution and
it is necessary to point out that further studies are needed in order to unfold in precise detail
the mechanisms in the context studied by, for instance, Kwak.

The present case study shows that at the core of the effort to channelize extra resources
to schools in order to develop an inclusive school system lies a difficult dilemma, seemingly
buried in institutional processes and procedures. Furthermore, coming out of this dilemma
does not seem easy. Hopefully, more research following school development in Denmark
and internationally in the forthcoming years will be able to answer the question that the
study opens. Is it possible to ensure that special educational budgets are available to
school leaders (so that they can be invested in creating inclusive learning environments in
mainstream schools) and, at the same time, avoid the risk of ending up in a situation where
some students carry the cost of other student’s accommodations?
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Appendix A

Transcript symbols
. . . Pause
(. . . ) Some talk is left out
UPPER CASE Loud or animated talk
[Comment] Comments, e.g., gestures, short explanations
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