
 

Why do students with disability go to 'special
schools' when research tells us they do better
in the mainstream system?
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This week, the disability royal commission is looking atthe experiences
of children and young people with disability in different schools across
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Australia. This includes mainstream schools as well as so-called "special
schools."

An estimated 10% of school students (aged 5–18) in Australia have a
disability, although this number is much higher in some states. Most of
these students (89%) attend mainstream schools, but an increasing
number of students with disability and their families are choosing special
schools.

Research suggests children fare better in inclusive mainstream settings.
So why are more students being enrolled in special schools, and what can
we do about it?

Every child has a right to education

Internationally, it is recognized that every child has the right to education
. The Convention of the Rights of People with Disability, to which
Australia was one of the first signatories, says children with disabilities
should not be excluded from free and compulsory education on the basis
of disability.

As a result, education systems need to think about what inclusion means,
and how to achieve it.

The term "inclusion" was first universally advocated for students with
disability in the 1994 UNESCO Salamanca Statement. This said
integration of children with disabilities could be possible through
inclusive mainstream schools.

Various legal provisions in Australia, for example the Disability
Discrimination Act, the Education Act and the Disabilities Standards for
Education aim for inclusion of students with diagnosed intellectual,
physical, sensory or learning disabilities into mainstream classes.

2/6

https://www.aihw.gov.au/getmedia/7005c061-1c6e-490c-90c2-f2dd2773eb89/aihw-dis-77.pdf.aspx?inline=true
https://phys.org/tags/students/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13603116.2019.1623327
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0956797614538978
https://phys.org/tags/education/
https://phys.org/tags/education+systems/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1877042815027482?via%3Dihub


 

However, nationally there is no agreed definition of inclusive education
and no countrywide legislation that mandates it.

Why do we still have special schools?

Special schools aim to meet the needs of students with disability by
providing support and adjustments away from mainstream classrooms.

Disability and education advocates argue special schools are a form of
segregation and go against students' human rights. However, some state
governments continue to promote special schools alongside the
mainstream system, arguing this still qualifies as "inclusion" in learning.

Some parents also feel they have no option but to enroll their children in
a special school. The disability royal commission this week heard stories
such as that of "Isabella," a South Australian mother whose son
"Emerson" has autism. Emerson went through four mainstream schools
in his first 18 months of schooling?.

Some mainstream schools discourage children with disability enrolling
by rejecting enrolment based on their disability label, making them feel
unwelcome, or making it clear they can't offer adequate support.
Students with disability also face higher levels of bullying than their
peers and are expelled from schools at higher rates.

Research shows parents will choose a special school for safety and
smaller class sizes, and teachers who have adequate, specialized training.
We also know teacher training is a significant issue. Research indicates
only 38% of Australian teachers feel equipped to teach students with
disability.

The benefits of inclusion
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But the evidence suggests students with disability do better in the
mainstream system—this includes developing stronger academic skills.
For example, the language skills of preschoolers with disabilities
improve when they can interact with their peers without disability in the
same classroom.

While special schools are often seen to be more cost-effective—they
consolidate specialist trained teachers in one place—there is evidence
the opportunities for academic advancement and opportunity are not
adequate.

Students with disability who go to mainstream schools are more likely to 
enroll in post-secondary education, to be employed and live
independently. According to one research review, students in
mainstream schools also tend to have better social skills.

Meanwhile, all students who are educated in inclusive classrooms hold 
less prejudicial views and are more accepting of people who are
different from themselves.

What needs to change?

The Australian Coalition for Inclusive Education is a national coalition
of disability advocates and organizations. It has developed a ten year
plan for inclusive education in Australia.

This includes:

no new enrolments of students entering the first year of primary
school in special school
students already in special schools move to their local
mainstream school of choice, with students with disability having
a say in what they want
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young people with disability should help to design teaching
approaches in mainstream schools, and be paid for their advice.

A move towards a one-stream system in Australia will need input from
students, parents and caregivers, teachers and leaders from both special
and mainstream schools.

We also need agreement about what "inclusive education" means and
significant training and funds to move the expertise and resources in
special schools to mainstream settings.

This has been done elsewhere.

In countries like Italy there is a one-stream system but, notably, students
with disabilities spend 20–50% of their time outside the regular
classroom or in support rooms with support teachers. In other places,
such as parts of Norway, special education teachers and mainstream
teachers are co-teaching in the same classroom with success.

What can the royal commission do?

This week is the disability royal commission's third hearing into
education. It is due to hand down its final report in September 2023.

When it does, it needs to recommend that students with disability have
the funds and supports to be educated alongside their peers without
disability.

This needs to be supported by national and state governments and by
school leaders and classroom teachers.

This will mean making sure the expertise in special schools is moved to
and expanded in mainstream schools. Along with teacher training, it will
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likely require smaller class sizes as well as time for teachers to work with
specialist support staff and primary caregivers.

All this should be done alongside the students themselves—to help them
have a say about what they need and how they best learn. Meanwhile, we
also need to ensure students with disability make and maintain
friendships that will help them in the classroom and support them
beyond it.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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