IS INCLUSION TRULY INCLUSIVE?

JOHN SKENE

John Skene provides some views and perspectives on the ever changing ‘concept’ of inclusion in the school
context...

“...every child has a fundamental right to education, and
must be given the opportunity to achieve and maintain an
acceptable level of learning,”

(vii, The Salamanca Statement, UNESCO, 1994)

The education system has a responsibility to create
conditions that enable teachers to lift-up and support
the development of all students regardless of ability or
disability.

We will unpack the differing definitions of inclusion and
the impacts on your school setting as well as highlight
some strategies and systems that can start the discus-
sion in your workplace around ideas of best practice to
support the learning and development of ALL students in
your class.

THE INCLUSIVE DIVIDE

“If your ‘inclusion’ doesn’t allow us to be our authentic
selves in the places we’re being included, then it’s not
‘inclusion’ at all. It’s assimilation.”

~Chris Bonnello (2025)

Inclusion is a term fraught with conflicting ideals and
meanings from every level of education, government
and within the community. From those that believe “full
inclusion” (Ford, 2013, p.10) is the only way students can
learn alongside peers, to those that believe in systemic
structures and inclusive classrooms that embrace a ho-
listic model of learning.

The NSW Department of Education (2021) defines inclu-
sive education as when “all students, including students
with disability, are welcomed by their school and sup-
ported to reach their full potential.”

Whichever one you believe, the research indicates both

positives and negatives, without definitive conclusions
either way.

To add to the debate, we must look at the difference be-
tween integration and inclusion. What most don’t realise
is there is a stark difference. Integration is the action of
bringing different groups or peoples together in the same
space versus inclusion which values the differences of
people and using these to support all learners.

Think about your current classroom.

Are all the students the same? What kinds of difference
are present? Do you value these differences or see them
as a burden? Do you value individuality and celebrate
different ways of learning? What strategies or supports do
you implement to ensure all learners are engaged? Does
everyone in your class have a voice?

How you reflect upon, and answer the above questions,
will determine your true view and definition of inclusion.

The following discussions and ideas will allow you to
broaden, reaffirm or change your understanding of “in-
clusion” to build capacity in your workplace and support
those around you.

ONE SIZE DOES NOT FIT ALL

Due to the complexity of school communities, support
allocation and funding, a universal approach to inclusive
education is a complex phenomenon (Nilholm, 2021). We
need to work collaboratively to embed inclusive practic-
es into our system that allow individuals the opportunity
to engage at all levels of learning.

The debate of inclusion and its generic ‘Band-Aid’ ap-
proach does not support or embed practices that allow
individuals to thrive.



WHAT IS Inctugion?
A . C

Figure 1 What is inclusion? (Moore, 2024a)

Look at Figure 1 (Moore, 2024a) - which do you pick as
‘inclusion’? Is your answer A? B? C? or D?

Take a moment to reflect on your views, beliefs and con-
victions. Which one did you choose? Which one reflects
your current school structures and operations.
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Figure 2 Inclusion, Exclusion, Segregation and Integration

(Moore, 2024a)

Figure 2 (Moore, 2024a) provides you the answers to the
types of thinking and belief structures when referring to
difference. Did you pick “C” as inclusion? If so, this is a
good place to begin.

It shows the goal of “all” being together and acknowl-

edged in the space they are. This is where the terms in-
tegration and inclusion need to be particularly reflected
on in your current context in order to assess the correct
construct in your school and the philosophy that you
hold. But what if there was a different view again? A way
to view inclusion that will require shifts in language and
thought to allow greater engagement.

Dr Shelley Moore (2016) uncovers a variation to the
meaning of inclusion. Defining inclusion as: “there is

no other” (p. 4). Inclusion is no longer about just the
students with disability, it’s about shifting paradigms to
embrace, celebrate and consider all types of diversity in
our learners and world (Figure 2a).

Figure 2a Inclusion is everyone as “other” (Moore, 2024a)

Everyone is seen as the diverse individual that they are;
learning ability, language, cultural background and more.
And this is used to support planning and programming
within the school context not seen as a hindrance.

A“onessizefits all”, is not an effective model to imple-
ment, as it removes the individuality and diverse needs of
the students within our settings.

This idea of inclusion works across mainstream, support
classes and schools for specific purposes. It supports all
teachers to widen their thinking on learning needs and
difference in all its facets.

If teachers took on this view of inclusion, they would be
relying on a strengths-based approach to planning and
learning rather than a deficit model (Moore, 2016). It’s
about bringing students together to allow them to build
on their strengths and the strengths of others in a safe



and supported environment. It is about allowing oppor-
tunities where available, with strongly funded support, for
students to engage in learning that builds capacity and
development.

COLLABORATIVE CLASSROOM

Nilholm (2021) in defining “inclusion” moves between
theory and practice to support understanding for the
classroom context. It states that inclusion involves all pu-
pils, regardless of needs, participating both socially and
academically in a supported space.

In 2024, in Australia, 1,062,638 school students (govern-
ment and non-government) received an educational
adjustment due to disability comparative to 2015 with
674,323; a 58% growth in enrolment (ACARA, 2025).

Itis more apparent than ever that teachers need to work
collaboratively (mainstream and specialist), to support
the diverse learning needs of students within our class-
rooms. Reaffirmed more with the news that a record
221,000 NSW public school students were diagnosed with
a disability in 2024 (Townsville Bulletin, 2025). Highlight-
ing that one in four students in public schools, have a
disability, making the need for collaboration and more
effective supports and structures a government necessity.

The Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation

(CESE) data (Figure 3) highlights the upward trend of
1,523% enrolment increase of students with autism in our
support classes and schools for specific purposes (SSPs)
across the last 20 years. This information demonstrates
an important need for the profession to look at ways to
support this group of students (and the teachers) across
school settings to better meet the individual needs of all
students.

AUTISM ENROLMENTS IN SUPPORT
CLASSES AND SSPS
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Figure 3 Number of autism enrolments across Support Units and
SSPs 2004-2024

Source: NSW CESE Statistical Bulletins (2025)

One such model that can be implemented is the Collab-
orative Classroom model. Collaborative Classrooms is a
school-wide strategy developed to maximise inclusion
and achievement by ensuring that the expertise of all
staff is utilised to its full potential to support students of
all abilities, across all classrooms and settings.

It gives every student access to the collective expertise of
staff while ensuring individual support needs are explicit-
ly addressed regardless of the class or program in which
they are enrolled. It allows specialist teachers and SLSOs
to work with parents, students and staff to allow each
student a balanced experience of ‘special education’in
their “Home Class” (support unit) and benefiting from a
sense of belonging in their “Peer Class” (mainstream).

Classes are formed more based on stage, then classifica-
tion, to allow students (and teachers) to be linked to their
peers. This organisation allows individuals and small
groups from mainstream to work in the Support Unit,
allowing them greater opportunities to work toward their
learning goals. Conversely this structure allows students
to work with their peers across the curriculum. This en-
hances classroom practice, experience, perspective and
collegial training.

It’s a shifting of thinking, planning and collaborating that
changes the language and perspectives across classes
and the community.

It’s about creating an environment where every child
is seen and planned for, regardless of their enrolment
place.

In the school context at which | taught in 2023, an out-
come of this model, six out of eight Stage Three students
enrolled in the support unit had developed the skills and
confidence needed to actively and successfully partic-
ipate in learning with their mainstream classmates for
more than 80% of the school day. How amazing is this?
For the students and the school.

Reflect on collaborative practices in your workplace.
What is working well? What could you do better?

What could you change?



WHAT IS inclugion ?
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Figure 4 What is Inclusion, diversity and identity? (Moore, 2024a)

PROGRAMMING ADJUSTMENTS

“When a flower doesn’t bloom, you fix the environment in
which it grows, not the flower.”

~Alexander den Heijer (Moore, 2024b)

Students with disabilities require content and material
adjustments of varying degrees that support their individ-
ual need. But what is an adjustment?

Adjustments are the “actions taken to enable a student
with disability to access and participate in education on
the same basis as other students.” (AITSL, 2020, p.13).

This process is a success when teachers (mainstream and
specialist) work together to support all students across
the school. Building capacity of one another for the bene-
fit of the individual.

As an example, in a support class in a mainstream

school, a student is working at stage level for mathemat-
ics. Amongst his peers, there are students that are not.
Teachers in this team decide that levelled maths groups
across the stage is a suitable structure to build capacity
of both students and teachers. Therefore, they map learn-
ing out together as a continuum to allow all students an
opportunity to access the learning, to the best of their
ability; with necessary adjustments along the way.

The NSW Department of Education (2025) provides online
resources through the Universal Resources Hub, that al-
low teachers opportunities to participate in mini learning
modules on different concepts in inclusive education

and disability. They have collated learning strategies and

Creating space for
students to feel confident

and safe to I.du\ttwp
(that includes students
who are Disabled)

resources to support teachers to meet the diverse needs
of students within their classroom. While not exhaustive,
it provides teachers a starting point with ideas to map out
learning experiences that meet the individual needs.

If you are looking for reasonable and evidence-based
suggestions to support students with disability in your
classroom, get yourself a copy of “Blueprint for Inclu-
sion” (Poe, 2025) which provides practical guidelines for
teachers to effectively engage and build capacity of all
students.

Ford (2013) concludes that the “priority would be ensur-
ing the student is acquiring the academic skills necessary
to be successful” (p. 15) within their scope and need.

THE GOAL IS INCLUSION

Not one teacher, would be able to say that they do not
want to achieve inclusion in their classroom as it allows
the opportunity for each student to feel empowered in
their learning and development. The Disability Stan-
dards for Education 2005 state that “teachers and school
communities [are] to ensure accessibility of education for
student with disability” (AITSL, 2020, p. 24).

We value the inclusive system the Department of Educa-
tion offers, from early intervention, mainstream, support
units and schools for specific purposes, creating avenues
for all learners to successfully engage in their individual
learning journeys.

“Schools should be inclusive spaces where all students are



afforded opportunities to thrive.”
(AITSL, 2020, p. 24)

Take the time to reflect and audit the practices in your
school.

Approaches to meeting student need (with disability)
need to be based on empirical validation - not “ideology,
persuasive slogan, or the volume of stridency of voices
advocating a particular [treatment or] position” (MacMil-
lan D, Gresham, F and Forness S., 1996, p. 3).

I have valued my professional development and experi-
ences across various settings. It has taught me to adjust,
support and adapt my thinking and practice to best
meet the needs of the individuals in my classroom. It has
also given me the opportunity to support my colleagues
around me. Building teaching capacity in this space for
greater impact, awareness and ability.

Inclusion is a journey not a destination (Moore, 2016). It’s
the way we view learning as a multilayered process that
allows students to work in more ways to be more suc-
cessful.

“Inclusion is a mindset - not a specific location.”

(Poe, 2025)
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