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Looking in the mirror: Reflecting on 25 years of Inclusive Education in 

Australia 

Abstract 

Australia was an early signatory to the Salamanca Statement, and it espouses 

inclusive education (IE) as the overarching philosophy of education for all. A 

2015 critique of IE in Australia (Anderson and Boyle 2015) found that while 

some gains had been made, particularly in the recognition of the needs of some 

of the nation’s minority groups, the lack of a nationally accepted understanding 

of IE meant that it was transpiring in fundamentally distinctive ways across the 

eight education jurisdictions, with different outcomes for different groups of 

students. This paper reflects upon why Australia has struggled to enact the 

recommendations outlined in the Salamanca Statement a quarter of a century 

ago. The impacts of current education reforms, including the current model of 

educational provision, the understanding of disability and educational need, and 

the neo-liberal concepts of standardisation, measurement, and choice are 

explored. It challenges the idea that IE is the work of schools, and instead 

argues the need for a national approach to IE. Governments must acknowledge 

the barriers that their current policies and structures erect and shift towards a 

more inclusive model of educational delivery – for the benefit of all children 

and young people in Australia.  

Key words: Inclusive education, the Salamanca Statement, Australia, Neo-

liberalism, education reform  

Introduction 

A quarter of a century ago a conference of more than 300 participants constituted what has 

been described as ‘the most significant document that has ever appeared in the field of special 

education’ (Ainscow and César 2006, 231). Named after the town in which it was created, the 

Salamanca Statement (UNESCO 1994) depicted ‘a worldwide consensus on future directions 

for special education needs’ (iv), a future underpinned by Inclusive education (IE), where 

schools for all ‘include everybody, celebrate differences, support learning and respond to 

individual needs’ (iii). The Statement provided a Framework for Action, designed to guide 
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governments towards the establishment of inclusive school systems. For the first time IE was 

on the global agenda. Governments were asked to place IE at the forefront of education 

policy and reform, and they did. Yet 25 years on many countries are still struggling to 

provide schools for all, from the seemingly simple task of defining what it is they are 

working towards, to the more complex challenges of delivering IE (Schwab, Sharma, and 

Loreman 2018). 

Exclusion has revealed itself as ‘a stubborn foe’ (Slee 2018, 17). It seems the 

impassioned and tireless work of many since 1994 has had minimal, if any, impact on 

reducing engrained exclusionary practices in education (Boyle and Anderson Working Draft). 

There is no doubt that the Salamanca Statement has elicited positive changes in some areas. 

Students who were once not considered educatable are now accessing school (Boroson 2017), 

and discourse on equity has become part of the ongoing educational debate. Yet IE is a long 

way from becoming the norm. Why? What has proven so challenging, that despite 

governments agreeing to pursue IE, systems globally are still to reach this ideal? These 

questions will be explored through one nation’s experiences of IE over the past 25 years, 

Australia. 

IE in Australia 

Australia was an early signatory to the Salamanca Statement, and since 1994 has espoused IE 

as the overarching philosophy for the education of all students. Yet, similar to many other 

nations, Australia has struggled to achieve what was laid out in the Framework for Action, 

despite having IE at the forefront of its educational rhetoric and policy for 25 years. 

Interrogating the reasons behind this brings to the surface a myriad of contradictions and 

paradoxes in Australia’s educational reform agenda, and its place within broader socio-

political and socio-cultural contexts. Before exploring these notions, it is necessary to 

understand the complex nature of providing education in Australia. 

A brief history 

Changes to the way Australia considered the education of children with disabilities began in 

the 1970’s. Before this time, students deemed to be ‘educable’ or ‘trainable’ were placed into 

special schools, but many students with more complex or profound disabilities did not attend 

school at all (Loreman, Deppeler, and Harvey 2011). In 1973 the Schools in Australia report, 
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more affectionately referred to as the Karmel report, insisted in a valuing of diversity and 

advocated for the notion of integration. It recommended that governments fund schools 

appropriately to allow students with disability access to their local schools. History shows 

that while this notion was accepted by educational policy makers, and in fact by the end of 

1981 every educational jurisdiction in Australia had a policy for students with a disability, 

what ensued ‘did not significantly reduce inequalities in educational outcomes among 

different groups. Indeed, it could be said that a culture developed in which it was acceptable 

to label students and to entertain low expectations for certain groups of young people’ 

(ACER 1998, 4). While Karmel’s recommendations did not produce the intended outcomes, 

it did pave the way for the notion of IE. The Salamanca Statement was the impetus for 

change, and it was the Framework for Action that propelled IE to the forefront of the 

Australian educational agenda. 

The ensuing decade saw some big changes. Large numbers of students left special 

education settings and enrolled in their local schools, with many of these segregated facilities 

closing their doors (Forlin 2006). As this was taking place, many states and territories 

conducted their own reviews into the education of students with a disability, generating 

recommendations to improve outcomes for these students while adopting IE as the preferred 

model of education delivery. The federal government undertook its own project and 

introduced the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (DSE), a document outlining in 

explicit detail the requirements of education systems under the Disability Discrimination Act 

of 1992. Despite this seemingly rapid progress towards IE by those developing the policies, 

Forlin’s (2006) reflection on the state of things ten years after the Salamanca Statement 

revealed that many of the educational structures, such as curriculum, pedagogy, teacher 

training and resourcing, were in fact ‘disabling’, and while efforts were being made to 

address them, it was being done with limited success. 

In 2008 education ministers from around the nation, as well as the federal education 

minister, convened to sign off on a policy document that would set the agenda for the future 

of education in Australia - The Melbourne Declaration on Educational Goals for Young 

Australians (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs). 

Two goals were described; Goal 1 – Australian schooling promotes equity and excellence; 

Goal 2 – All young Australians become successful learners, confident and creative 

individuals, and active and informed citizens (6). The rhetoric used in this document was 
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important as no distinction was made between students with and without disability. The goals 

were set for all students, and from this time IE in Australia became about the successful 

education of all students (Berlach and Chambers 2011). Students with disabilities (including 

those with mental health disorders), students with learning difficulties, students from low 

socio-economic backgrounds, indigenous students, students form migrant families 

(particularly those from Asia, Africa and the Middle East), students who identified as 

LGBTIQ+, and students form other minority or disadvantaged groups, were all placed under 

the IE umbrella. A decade on from the release of this nationally ‘shared vision for education’, 

Verity Firth, the education minister from New South Wales (2008-2011) who was involved 

in its development, described progress towards meeting the goals as being ‘desperately 

disappointing’ (Sydney Morning Herald, December 3, 2018). A pledge to review the 

Declaration in 2019 has been made by the current federal education minister. Some of the 

blame for the challenges faced by the Melbourne Declaration may well lay in the structures 

of the education system itself. 

The puzzle of responsibility 

The provision and funding of education in Australia is complex (Dinham 2008), perhaps 

more so that it should be given it is a nation of just 25 million people. Australia has three well 

defined, and very separate, education sectors - the government run sector (state or public 

schools), and the non-government sector which comprises of both independent and catholic 

schools. These schools operate within each of the eight states and territories and funding this 

schooling system is an intricate process. The majority of funding for the government sector 

comes from the states and territories, with the Australian Government a minority public 

funder of this sector. The Australian Government is the majority public funder for non-

government schools, with state and territory governments providing minority public funding 

(Department of Education and Training 2018). This model has been described as 

‘unnecessarily complex’ (Gonski et al. 2011, xiv), but despite reviews completed in 2011 

(Gonski et al. 2011) and again in 2018 (Gonski et al. 2018) recommending changes that 

would see the introduction of a national, needs based funding model, things have not 

significantly changed. Some attempt to understand the needs of students has been made with 

a national database of students with disability and their associated levels of required 

adjustments (Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on school students with disability 

(NCCD)) established, and in 2017 every school in Australia provided data. While the notion 
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of understanding disability and its impact on educational success is certainly worth 

acknowledging, the focus for this database is narrow, and as yet has not made a significant 

difference to the funding or resourcing received by schools to support the education of all 

students. It has certainly not prompted any systemic reform, despite classrooms in Australia 

becoming increasingly diverse. 

Diversity in the classroom 

Australian schools comprise a complex mix of students from varied and diverse backgrounds 

(Carter and Abawi 2018), and the rate of this diversity is on the rise. The 2016 census 

revealed some interesting data. The number of students with a disability who require support 

to access school is increasing, with the biggest increase seen in boys where 4.4% of boys 5-

14 now have a disability (Fischer and Robinson 2017).  More students from Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander backgrounds are attending school (ABS 2018), and there are an 

increasing number of students identifying as LGBTIQ+ (ABS 2018). Classrooms are 

becoming increasingly multicultural, with more diverse ethnic, religious and language groups 

represented. Around 15% of the nation’s student population are bilingual and from diverse 

socio-cultural backgrounds (Shahaeian 2014), and there are an increasing number (although 

this is still relatively small) of students who are refugees (Miller, Ziaian, and Esterman 2017). 

Income inequality is increasing and, as a result, there has been an increase in the number of 

children and young people living in poverty, with one child in every six now living below the 

poverty line (ACOSS 2016). When viewed in this way, the need for IE to be the 

underpinning philosophy of education delivery in all Australia schools becomes increasingly 

evident. 

Neo-liberalism, social justice and IE 

The Salamanca Statement, in a single paragraph, describes IE as a means of ‘combating 

discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities’ (ix) and ‘building an inclusive 

society’ (ix), with the notion of it being about ‘education for all’ coming after these points 

(ix). This is not a criticism but rather a demonstration of the responsibility education is given, 

globally, to help ‘fix’ social injustices, such as the exclusionary practices that impact 

particular groups of people. However, some argue that this onus of responsibility placed onto 

schools and the systems in which they operate, is unfair. Apple (2015) contests that by 

placing the burden of change at the feet of education, other facets of current societal 
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structures and practices that should be challenged (such as social class and economic power), 

are not. Education becomes the scape goat. While this point is well made, evidence dictates 

that educational attainment is one construct that does lead to improved life outcomes, and as 

such, education that serves all is worth fighting for, particularly in a nation with a diverse 

student population, such as Australia.  

Underpinning much of what is presented in the Salamanca Statement is the notion that 

IE, successful IE, requires systemic change at a national level. Outlined clearly is the 

responsibility of government to ensure legislation, policy, funding, structures, and resourcing 

all support IE practices. Given the role of government in education, it is impossible to 

separate educational reform from the political zeitgeist in which it is occurring (Anderson, 

Boyle and Deppeler 2014). Education is ‘an inherently political act’ (Aasen, Proitz, and 

Sandberg 2014, 721) and understanding the role politics and government play is crucial when 

interrogating any piece of education reform, particularly one as ambitious and wide-reaching 

as the Salamanca Statement.  

The ‘language, ideas and policies’ of neo-liberalism (Denniss 2018, 2), the prevailing 

political economic paradigm globally (Glendenning 2015), have in the past thirty years 

permeated not only the economies of countries, but also their cultures (Denniss 2018). The 

underpinning belief of neo-liberalism is that any market solution will be better than that 

which could be offered by any other, as ‘the profit motive of companies, combined with 

consumers’ ability to choose the product that suits them best, will result in the best possible 

social and economic outcomes’ (Denniss 2018, 33). The influence of neo-liberalism on 

education globally has been significant (Aasen, Proitz, and Sandberg 2014, 721). Education 

has come to be about those principles that are commonly attributed to neo-liberalism - 

marketisation, competition and profit (Apple 2017) - principles that are ‘less centred on the 

social motive of education and more oriented towards market efficiency’ (Arduin 2015, 108). 

This has seen concepts such as choice, growth, standardisation, and improvement enter the 

educational discourse and policy of many countries (Niesche and Keddie 2016), including 

Australia. It becomes evident, when viewed from this perspective, why IE has struggled to 

find its place within Australia’s current reform agenda; reform, which has included the 

national curriculum, the National Assessment Program Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) 

and the My School website, has been driven by a neo-liberal paradigm, despite this being in 

fundamental contradiction to IE (Hall et al. 2004).   
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A national curriculum: Standardisation 

Recent years have seen Australia adopt a national curriculum for this first time in its 

relatively short schooling history. Developing a standard curriculum was not an easy task and 

there were a number of aborted attempts before the states and territories finally agreed upon 

what is known today as the Australian Curriculum. Debate has ensued since the release of 

these documents, with many contentious issues being raised: the curriculum does not fairly 

represent ‘Western Civilisation’ (Cairns 2018); the curriculum does not contain enough 

religious content (Statham 2014); the curriculum does include enough indigenous history 

(Foley and Muldoon 2014); the curriculum does not contain enough queer content (Jagose, 

Wallace, and Rawlings 2019); the curriculum does not meet the needs of students with a 

disability (Bonati, Little, Evans, and Spandagou 2014). It is not surprising that these concerns 

are being voiced. Any attempt to standardise a curriculum involves decisions being made 

about what is included and what is not, and these decisions are made by those with the power 

to do so (Mulcahy 2008). Harris (1979) described this process as political manipulation and it 

can have the consequence of perpetuating rather than challenging educational inequalities. 

For students in Australia, this means that whether they are attending school in a high rise 

building in Melbourne, or gaining their education via school of the air from a remote 

property in the middle of the desert, whether they have a diagnosed intellectual impairment, 

are identified as gifted and talented, or have just arrived in the country from a non-English 

speaking background, they are all working on the same curriculum content, at the same time, 

with the same set of expected outcomes. A standard curriculum works for some, but not for 

all. There are ‘winners and losers’ (Artiles 2003, 166), determined by performance against 

the set standards; if students surpass these outcomes they are considered to be doing well, but 

if not, they are failing. It can be deduced that students whose experiences align with the 

curriculum will be the ‘winners’, and those students who do not fit within the context of the 

curriculum, will be the ‘losers’.  

NAPLAN: Measurement 

The year 2008 saw the first sitting of the National Assessment Program Literacy and 

Numeracy (NAPLAN) tests. Since then, students in Australia in Years 3, 5, 7 and 9 have sat 

the Reading, Writing, Language Conventions (spelling, grammar and punctuation) and 

Numeracy tests annually, and this continues. While purported to be a low stakes method of 

data collection, Mayes and Howell (2018) contest that the way in which the NAPLAN data 
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has been used (performance comparisons, policy direction, league tables published in the 

media) is consistent with high-stakes testing.  Criticism about NAPLAN has been consistent 

since its inception, and while exploring all of the issues is beyond the scope of this paper, one 

issue does need to be unpacked in a discussion about IE – access to and participation in the 

tests. The implementation of NAPLAN requires the following of strict confidentiality and 

compliance procedures, and as part of this, applications to use adjustments to support access 

to the tests must be made prior to the tests, some as early as three months before the sitting of 

the tests. Adjustments are restricted (Davies, Elliot, and Cumming 2016) and include 

supports such as the use of a scribe or AUSLAN interpreter (if normally accessed by the 

student), breaks (very short, supervised breaks), and additional time (again, only a short 

amount of additional time is recommended) (NAP 2016a). While little changed in the first 

eight or so years (Anderson and Boyle 2015), since the development of NAPLAN online 

further supports have been provided to assist with access, including the capacity to use some 

forms of assistive technology (NAP 2016a), though many of the accessibility features that 

students would use on their digital devices are not available. However, some things remain as 

they have been. Students with an intellectual disability can be automatically exempt, so while 

they are considered to have not met the national minimum standard (NMS), information 

about what they can and cannot do is not collected. The past ten years of NAPLAN has seen 

a marked increase in the number of students not participating in tests, through either being 

exempt, withdrawn, or not coming to school. In 2008, 4.7% of students in Year 3 did not sit 

the reading test. In 2017 that number was 7%. In numeracy the percentage increased from 

5.7% to 7.3%. For students in Year 9 the figures are even worse. In 2008 8.2% of students 

did not sit the reading test and 8.1% the numeracy test. In 2017 the numbers were 10.7% and 

11.3% respectively. This means that there are statistically significant numbers of students 

who are not having their data collected and counted in the collation of information that is 

used by all levels of government in Australia to determine and enact education policy. Where 

do these students fit within the level of educational ability and advantage? At the bottom end 

of course. It is estimated that more than one third of students across Australia with additional 

needs, whatever that may be, do not participate in the NAPLAN testing regime (Dempsey 

and Davies 2013). So, one third of an already disadvantaged group are not able to contribute 

to the data being collected to make decisions about their educational needs. This is an 

interesting paradox as NAPLAN is described as being a driver for equity in education (NAP 

2016b). 
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My School: Choice 

As the national curriculum and NAPLAN were being developed and implemented, so too 

was the My School website. The development of this site, as described by the then Prime 

Minister Kevin Rudd, was in response to the standards in schools not being high enough and 

the provision of this information would allow parents to ‘vote with their feet’ when 

determining a school for their children (Riddle 2017). The My School site provides 

information on every school in Australia, not only about academic results, but also about the 

types of students that are enrolled at the school (such as socio-educational advantage and 

indigeneity); parents can choose a school by results, or by peer group (Rowe and Lubiensk 

2017). This notion of choice presupposes two conditions; firstly, all parents are in a position 

to make a credible decision about the quality (or not) of their children’s schooling (Hutchings 

2017) and secondly, they all have the financial and social means to send their children to the 

school of choice. This is not the case. As a consequence, students who are ‘lower achieving’ 

or do not fit behavioural or social norms, often end up attending poorer performing schools 

(Ainscow 2010). This cycle of low achievement is then perpetuated as poor results lead to 

‘poor performing’ schools which in turn lead to poorer results and so on (Hutchings 2017). 

Achievement in Australia is becoming increasingly linked to the ‘level of advantage of the 

school a student attends’ (Bonner 2019, 2). The result? ‘The disadvantaged are being 

segregated into struggling schools so that the burden of lifting up the most disadvantaged is 

not evenly spread across schools, sectors and locations.’ (Bonner 2019, 2).  

Inclusive education 

Despite the national development and implementation of the reforms described above, IE has 

been left to the states and territories to manage, and their response in many cases, has been to 

place the responsibility for it at the feet of schools. Two years ago, the State Government in 

Queensland, one of the biggest states in Australia (both in land mass and population), 

commissioned a review into the education of students with disability. Deloitte Access 

Economics (an interesting choice in itself) conducted the review, and found that in 

Queensland, as many other ‘reviews and inquiries across Australia have demonstrated, there 

remains a disparity between today’s policy and practice and that required to inclusively 

support every student achieving to the maximum of their potential’ (Deloitte Access 

Economics 2017, iii). The government’s response was to develop two new policies, with the 

onus of responsibility for the implementation of these given to schools with very little 
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guidance or additional support. Only time will tell whether this renewed push for IE proves 

successful.   

This state by state approach to IE has led to another issue. There is no national 

consensus on what constitutes a disability in education, or consistency in the way students are 

resourced. A stark example is seen in two states that border each other, New South Wales 

(NSW) and Queensland. Consider the ‘Twin Towns’ of Tweed Heads and Coolangatta on the 

NSW/Queensland border. A student attending school in Tweed Heads, NSW, with a 

diagnosed mental health disorder or behavior disorder would be acknowledged as having a 

disability and resourced as such. However, if they moved the two kilometers north and 

enrolled at school in Coolangatta, Queensland, their disorders would not fit one of this state’s 

six disability categories and therefore would not be eligible for support. Gonski (2011) 

highlights that this extends to disadvantage as well, and notes that the disparity in funding for 

these students is exacerbated by ‘the different methods used to define some groups of 

disadvantaged students across states and territories’ (134). While some attempt has been 

made to collect data at a national level on student need through the NCCD (as described 

earlier on in the paper), there is no consistent approach to either understanding the diverse 

range of needs that students have when they come to school, or identifying the best ways in 

which to support these needs. A 2016 Senate report into the education of students with a 

disability found that ‘the experience of students with disability in the school system in 

Australia varies widely, depending on multiple factors, including the family's financial 

means, geographical location and indigeneity’ (Education and Employment Refences 

committee 2016, 9). There is no evidence to refute the notion that this is not the case for 

many students from disadvantaged backgrounds in Australia. 

Armstrong (2017) describes the effect of neo-liberalism on inclusive and special 

education as a ‘wicked problem’ in recognition of the complexity of the issue. IE does not sit 

comfortably within the neo-liberal paradigm (Anderson and Boyle Accepted), and having it 

placed alongside the reforms described above highlights the fact that current educational 

discourse and policy are imbued with paradoxical values and colliding agendas (Furlong 

2013). IE, as part of Australia’s educational rhetoric and policy, ‘has become an empty 

language’ (Slee 2018, 20).  

Looking in the mirror 
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The Salamanca Statement stipulates that ‘regular schools with (an) inclusive orientation are 

the most effective means of…achieving education for all’ (ix). Measuring the outcomes of 

any attempts to enact this is difficult, as IE does not present with a set of standards with 

which to assess achievement (Forlin et al. 2013). Loreman (2014) suggests using a range of 

tools in unison to measure the success of IE, through investigating student participation, 

student achievement, and postschool outcomes. Using this approach, Australia’s response to 

the Salamanca Statement can be interrogated and conclusions drawn about it whether or not it 

has managed, under its reform agenda over the past 25 years, to successfully enact the 

principles it agreed to uphold. 

Table 1. Australia’s IE report card – INSERT TABLE HERE 

In a nutshell 

Australia is failing in its commitment to the Salamanca Statement. A report released in 2015 

looking into educational opportunity in Australia (Lamb et al. 2015) found that students for 

whom the current schooling system is not working ‘are disproportionately likely to be from 

disadvantaged backgrounds. Success at each stage (of education) varies by Indigenous status, 

language background, region and gender, and markedly by the socio-economic status (SES) 

of students’ (iv). The evidence presented above does not show any marked improvement in 

outcomes for these students since 2015, and in many cases, it attests that things are getting 

progressively worse.  

Australia now sits equal fourth (out of the 36 countries in the OECD) for having one 

of the most segregated school systems, with the educational attainment gap between students 

from advantaged backgrounds and those from disadvantaged backgrounds now one of the 

highest in the OECD (OECD 2018). This does not reflect the decision that was made by the 

Australian Government a quarter of a century ago, to become one of the first signatories to 

the Salamanca Statement. Perhaps it is as Slee (2018) laments, ‘exclusion is an ontological 

given, part of our social, and therein our educational, DNA or zeitgeist’ (17). Whether this is 

the case or not, the status quo should be challenged, and ideas, big ideas, should be put 

forward to disrupt current ways of thinking and doing things. As Bregman (2017) notes: 

‘If we want to change the world we need to be unrealistic, 

unreasonable, and impossible. Remember: those who called for 
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the abolition of slavery, for suffrage for women, and for same-

sex marriage were also once branded as lunatics. Until history 

proved them right’ (264). 

Where to next? 

The educational disadvantage that is exists in Australia is endemic of a system that rewards 

some and discards others. School reform can help, but to see any real progress things need to 

change at a system and structural level (Perry 2017). This is unless, as Bonner (2019) argues, 

‘we prefer to believe that Australia’s more distant, less advantaged and fully inclusive 

schools are collectively falling behind due to their own inadequacies’ (14). Time for this kind 

of thinking is over. The Salamanca Statement identified systemic change at a national level as 

being necessary, yet consecutive Australian governments, from all sides of politics, have 

failed to acknowledge this. But this is what is needed if an education system that is inclusive 

of all of those for whom it is responsible, is possible. Scholars, researchers and 

educationalists need to stand up and agitate for change, real change, that challenges the status 

quo (Reindal 2016) and the ‘underpinning beliefs and behavioural motivations – as well as 

political forces – which currently sustain them’ (Armstrong 2017, 5). Any work to create  

more inclusive schooling will require ‘the transformation of the philosophy, values and 

practices of entire educational systems’ (Artiles, Harris-Murri and Rostenberg 2006, 260). 

Other nations, such as Finland and New Zealand (Perry 2017), have started this journey, and 

while neither country can claim a perfect system that meets the needs of all students, both 

have more equitable and inclusive systems than Australia. Progress is possible. As a nation 

Australia needs to recommit to the principles of the Salamanca Statement and work towards 

creating an education system that delivers positive outcomes, for each and every one of its 

diverse student population. A natural starting point would be the establishment of a nationally 

accepted understanding of inclusive education, and the development of an Australian 

Framework for Action to make successful and inclusive schooling a reality for all children, 

no matter who they are, the circumstances in which they live, or their postcode. 
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Table 1. Australia’s IE report card 

Criteria Student participation 

The Salamanca 
Statement says… 

‘The guiding principle that informs this Framework is that 
schools should accommodate all children regardless of their 
physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other 
conditions. This should include disabled and gifted children, 
street and working children, children from remote or nomadic 
populations, children from linguistic, ethnic or cultural 
minorities and children from other disadvantaged or 
marginalized areas or groups’ (6). 

The state of play in 
Australia 

• A 2017 survey (Children and Youth with Disability 
Australia (CYDA)) found 12% of respondents 
indicated that at some point, their child had been 
refused enrolment on the grounds of inadequate 
resources or supports, and 38% described an event or 
activity that their child was excluded from on the 
grounds of disability. This is despite this practice being 
illegal under the DSE (2005). 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander student attendance 
rates have not improved since 2014. Attendance is at 
82%, while for their non-indigenous peers it is 93% 
(CTG 2019).  

• Students from low socio-economic backgrounds have 
significantly lower rates of attendance (Hancock et al. 
2013). 

• Students living in regional and remote areas have lower 
rates of attendance than their city counterparts (AIHW 
2018). 

• Student attendance has decreased slowly over the past 
decade, with the biggest decrease attributed to students 
enrolled in government schools (NAP 2016b). 

• The number of students with disability being 
homeschooled is increasing (Roy 2016). 

• The number of students attending special schools has 
increased from 4.4% in 2010, to 4.9% in 2016 (ABS 
2017).  

• Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are 
disproportionality represented in the populations of 
special and segregated school settings (Cooc and Kiru 
2018; Sweller, Graham, and Van Bergen 2012).  

• In 2015 around 3% of students with a disability were 
not attending school, a number which had increased 
from around 2% since the early 2000’s (AIHW 2017). 

• The numbers of students being suspended and excluded 
from schools in Australia is increasing, and 
disadvantaged children, children with a disability, 
Indigenous children and children in out-of-home care 
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are all significantly overrepresented in these statistics 
(Graham 2018).  

Criteria Student achievement  

The Salamanca 
Statement says… 

‘The fundamental principle of the inclusive school is that all 
children should learn together, wherever possible, regardless of any 
difficulties or differences they may have. Inclusive schools 
must recognize and respond to the diverse needs of their 
students, accommodating both different styles and rates of learning 
and ensuring quality education to all through appropriate curricula, 
organizational arrangements, teaching strategies, resource use and 
partnerships with their communities. There should be a continuum of 
support and services to match the continuum of special needs 
encountered in every school’ (11 &12). 

The state of play in 
Australia 

• Students with parents who have lower levels of 
educational attainment, are not in paid work, are 
indigenous, are from a language background other than 
English, or live outside metropolitan areas are likely to 
achieve significantly lower results in the NAPLAN 
testing that their peers who have parents with high 
levels of education, are in regular paid employment, are 
non-indigenous, are from an English speaking 
background and live in the city (ACARA 2017).  

• Students from low socio-economic status are less likely 
to complete Year 12 than students from high socio-
economic status (ACARA 2017). 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students represent 
a disproportionally high number of those who do not 
meet the national minimum standards in NAPLAN, 
however it should be noted that some gains have been 
made here as the gap is narrowing (CTG 2019). 

• The gap between Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students and their non-indigenous peers with Year 12 
attainment has narrowed from 36% in 2006 to 24% in 
2016.  

• Students from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
backgrounds are still under represented in universities 
across Australia (CTG 2019), and Aboriginal males are 
twice as likely to go to prison than university (Cunneen 
2013). 

• Students with a disability are twice as likely to not 
successfully complete Year 12 or an equivalent 
qualification as their non-disabled peers (AIHW 2017). 

• Students who attend special schools achieve lower 
outcomes that their peers who attend mainstream 
schools (Dempsey and Valentine 2017).  

Criteria Postschool outcomes  

The Salamanca 
Statement says… 

‘The merit of (inclusive) schools is not only that they are capable of 
providing quality education to all children; their establishment is a 
crucial step in helping to change discriminatory attitudes, in creating 
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welcoming communities and in developing an inclusive society’ (6 
& 7). 

The state of play in 
Australia 

• Prison populations in Australia are increasing. From 
June 2017 to June 2108 the number of people being 
incarcerated increased by 3%, and people with a 
disability, a mental health disorder, from low 
socioeconomic or indigenous backgrounds are all 
significantly over-represented in the prison populations 
(HRW 2018). 

• A large gap in life expectancy exists between 
indigenous and non-indigenous Australian’s, with 
males expected to live 8.6 years less than their non-
indigenous counterparts, and females 7.8 years less 
(CTG 2019). 

• A large gap in life expectancy exists between the 
lowest and highest socio-economic groups, with the life 
expectancy for those in the lowest group 5.7 years less 
for males and 3.3 years less for females (AIHW 201). 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have less 
chance of gaining employment once they leave school. 
While employment rates for this group of Australians’ 
fell from 48% in 2008 to less than 47% in 2016, the gap 
in employment between Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people and the rest of Australia’s population 
increased by 1.5% over the same period, to 25% (CTG 
2019). 

• Immigrants and refugees, the LGBTIQ+ community, 
people with disabilities, and former prisoners are all 
overrepresented in Australia’s unemployment statistics 
SBS (2018). 

• A 2017 report (Brotherhood of St Laurence and the 
Melbourne Institute) found that 22% of Australians 
aged 15 years and over experienced some form of 
social isolation. Groups most likely to experience this 
include Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, 
people with a disability or chronic health issue 
(including mental health), early school leavers and 
immigrants from non-English speaking countries 
(AIHW 2018). 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 


