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Inclusive Education 
 

The current education system in Australia is failing to adequately meet the needs of students with disability, 

and it is rare for students with disability to be provided with a genuine inclusive educational experience.1 

Students with disability are being shut out and denied a future by school systems that assume they have 

nothing to contribute.2  

 

Only 36% of people with disability aged 15-64 years complete secondary education compared to 60% of 

people without disability.3 28% of school aged people with disability do not attend school.4 Students with 

disability report that their disability is the main reason they cannot attend school.5 Further, there is no data on 

part time attendance of students with disability despite the frequently reported direct experience of many 

children not being “allowed” to attend school on a full time basis. 

 

Many mainstream schools are inaccessible. Principals and/or personnel of mainstream schools use exclusion 

practices referred to as “gatekeeping”, whereby school personnel suggest to parents that another school could 

better support their child.6 This means that many students with disability are re-directed to ‘special’ schools 

instead. ‘Special schools’ in Australia are those that “only enrol students with special needs.”7   

 

Segregation of students with disability has increased significantly over the past decade, with a shift towards 

students with disability attending special schools and away from attending mainstream schools. The number 

of students with disability attending a special school increased by 35% between 2003 and 2015. This increase 

is supported by a funding incentive, whereby a child with disability receives higher funding if they attend a 

special school rather than a mainstream school.8  

 

The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights expressed concern about the increase in segregated 

education during the constructive dialogue with Australia in May 2017 and recommended that Australia 

implement measures to ensure children with disability have access to inclusive education.9  

 

Students with disability routinely experience discrimination, lack of supports, inadequately trained teachers, a 

lack of expertise and an entrenched systemic culture of low expectations.10 Around 3 in 4 students with 

disability experience difficulties at school, predominately due to fitting in socially, communication difficulties, 

and learning difficulties.11 20% of people with disability attending an educational institution experience 

discrimination, of which 25% identify a teacher or lecturer as the source of that discrimination.12 

 

Students with disability are experiencing disturbing rates of bullying and situations of restraint and seclusion.13 

There are an increasing number of incidents being reported of children with disability being placed in 

‘withdrawal spaces’, which effectively amount to restraint and seclusion in fenced off spaces, cages and 

cupboards.14   

 

There is no government data on these experiences. However, a national survey of education experiences of 

students with disability undertaken in 2017 by the national representative organisation, Children and Young 

People with Disability Australia (CYDA)15 found that in the preceding 12 months, 19% of students with disability 

experienced restraint at school and 21% reported experiences of seclusion. The survey also found that in the 

same period, 56% of students with disability had experienced bullying, which is more than twice the rate of 

bullying estimated to occur in the general population of school aged children. 

 

The national survey found that bullying incidents reported included students with disability being attacked, 

punched, kicked, head butted, having food or rocks thrown at them, being teased, mimicked and spat on, 

cyberbullied and even being told to commit suicide. One student reportedly had a skipping rope wrapped 

around her neck and an attempt was made to strangle her.16 

 

The rate of disability for Indigenous people, including children17 is twice as high as that among the general 

population.18 The retention rate to Year 12 for Indigenous students is significantly lower than that for non-
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Indigenous students. Although the retention rate to Year 12 for Indigenous students has increased steadily, 

from 47% in 2010 to 60% in 2016, it is still significantly lower than the non-Indigenous rate (79% in 2010 and 

86% in 2016).19 

 

Australia is seeking to reject its human rights obligations by seeking a clarification from the CRPD Committee 

“that States Parties may offer education through specialist classes or schools consistently with article 24”.20 

This is in violation of CRPD Article 24 and CRPD General Comment 4.21 CRPD General Comment 4 clarifies 

that: ‘States parties must ensure the realization of the right of persons with disabilities to education through an 

inclusive education system at all levels,22 and for all students, including persons with disabilities, without 

discrimination and on an equal basis with others.’ It further stipulates that: ‘Segregation occurs when the 

education of students with disabilities is provided in separate environments designed or used to respond to a 

particular impairment or to various impairments, in isolation from students without disabilities.’ In addition, it 

clarifies that: ‘For article 24 (2) (a) to be implemented, the exclusion of persons with disabilities from the general 

education system should be prohibited.’ 

 

 

Recommendations 
 

That Australia: 

 

• Develop a national Action Plan for Inclusive Education that includes a legislative and policy framework 

that fully complies with Article 24 and CRPD General Comment 4. 

 

• Address the increasing rate of segregation of students with disability and redirect adequate resources 

to full inclusion into mainstream schools.  

 

• In consultation with Indigenous people and their representative organisations, establish culturally 

owned and operated programs and initiatives to increase the education retention rate of Indigenous 

students.  
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