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MAKING CANADIAN SCHOOLS
INCLUSIVE: A CALL TO ACTION
n March 30, 2007, I was privileged to represent CASHRA
(Canadian Association of Statutory Human Rights
Agencies) as 80 nations, including Canada, signed the UN
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.1 In a
speech following the signing, Canada’s Ambassador to the
UN pledged the Government of Canada to work with the
provinces and the non-governmental sector to effectively
implement the Convention in Canada’s federal context.
For a developed country like Canada, one of the more
notable provisions of the Convention is Article 24, dealing
with educational services. In compelling language, it requires
signatory nations to assure opportunities for “appropriate”
and “inclusive” education for students with disabilities. This
international convention becomes one more factor in an
already complex mix of law, policy and practice that makes
the education of students with diverse learning needs an
issue in Canada, and indeed internationally.
How to best provide quality educational services to students with disabilities, and other special needs, is a flash
point issue for education systems in Canada. The news
stories are frequent and engaging. A family or parent
demands one thing and a school district offers something
else. Sometimes the demand is for more special services
and sometimes for more access to regular education. The
public often seems confused by the term “inclusion” and by
the continuing struggle to establish a fair and equitable –
but also sensible – Canadian approach to the matter. The
struggle of parents, teachers and the educational system to
find ways to move ahead with sound policy, practices and
funding policies ultimately connects to human rights law
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and to our vision of what inclusion means in our increasingly diverse communities.2
How did we get to this point? And how do we move
ahead with a combination of vision, values and fairness?
While this article will not be a definitive discussion, I
trust it will foster more serious and vigorous consideration
about policies and practices than we have seen in recent
years. I believe that we need to develop a vision for our
public education system that embraces inclusion in meaningful and practical ways that make it a reality in every
community. It is past time for educational leaders and
policy makers to bite the bullet and purge our educational
system of segregation and discrimination based on a diagnosis or clinically-based label. Exceptions to inclusion will
occur from time to time, but they are currently much too
common in many parts of Canada. We need to make these
“exceptions” truly exceptional, and they need to be restricted to “individuals” in the local school, not to groups based
on clinical labels. Finally, we need a new wave of principled
school reform that will contribute to accommodating the
diversity of our student population, to inclusion as a guiding principle, and to school improvement on a broad basis
for all our students.
In exploring special or inclusive education, my point of
view has developed over several decades based on my
experiences in three distinct roles. First I have an educational perspective based on more than 40 years as a
teacher, school principal, district official (special education) and a university instructor (teacher educator). Second, I have an advocacy perspective from my role as a

E N B R E F Comment offrir, de façon optimale, des services éducatifs de qualité aux élèves ayant des besoins particuliers? C’est un sujet controversé au
Canada. Il est grand temps que les leaders et les décideurs en éducation purgent notre système éducatif de la ségrégation et de la discrimination qui sont
fondées sur un diagnostic ou sur des étiquettes cliniques. Si des exceptions
à l’inclusion sont justifiées de temps à autre, elles sont présentement beaucoup trop courantes. Généralement prodiguée par des enseignants spécialisés à l’écart des autres enfants, dans des classes ou des écoles spéciales,
l’éducation spécialisée traditionnelle a eu des résultats décevants, a érodé la
stature professionnelle de la profession enseignante et n’est pas appropriée
du point de vue de l’éthique ou des droits de la personne. Vingt-cinq ans
après la Charte, dans un contexte international où le Canada devrait faire
preuve de leadership dans l’instauration de la Convention des Nations Unies
– nous pouvons mieux faire.

THE CONTROVERSY IS FUELED IN PART BY A STRONG FEELING AMONG
BOTH THE PUBLIC AND EDUCATORS THAT STUDENTS WITH SOME TYPES
OF DISABILITIES WILL NOT BENEFIT FROM WHAT HAPPENS IN A
REGULAR CLASSROOM.
WHY IS THIS A CRITICAL AND
CONTROVERSIAL ISSUE?

volunteer in parent and family associations for people with
intellectual disabilities (Canadian Association for Community Living) on a local, provincial, national and international level. Finally, I have a human rights perspective from my
work in Canadian and international human rights efforts
and as a member and current chair or the New Brunswick
Human Rights Commission.
In an attempt to bring some clarity to the issue, I want to
share some thoughts on what it takes to make inclusive
education work. Let me proceed by identifying some key
questions – and tentative answers.
W H AT I S I N C L U S I V E E D U C AT I O N ?

Inclusive education means, simply, that all students, including those with disabilities and other special needs, are educated in regular classrooms with their age peers in their
community schools. Students with disabilities go to the
same schools as their brothers and sisters, are provided
with access to the same learning opportunities as other
children, and are engaged in both the academic and social
activities of the classroom. In inclusive schools, support is
directed to both the students and their teachers so they can
accomplish relevant individual goals. When this movement
started, the word most commonly used was “integration”,
but for many, integration implied a less bold vision, limited
to the presence of the child in the classroom. Today we
understand inclusion to be about how we create environments in which all students can be successful, regardless
of ability.

It’s an issue because it takes serious effort to change the
status quo. Until fifty years ago, education was considered
a privilege for the few and for those who learned easily.
Many Canadian children failed to benefit from public education, and children with disabilities benefited even less
than most. We developed segregated special education
programs to address this gap. In some provinces, these programs were very large and well funded, and they became
accepted as the way to do things. The demand to include all
children in regular schools and classrooms developed in the
early 1980s. In Canada, this push for reform was supported
by the equality provisions of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which came into force in 1985. Since then the push
for integration, and later inclusion, has become an ongoing element of educational politics in Canada.
The controversy is fueled in part by a strong feeling
among both the public and educators that students with
some types of disabilities will not benefit from what happens in a regular classroom, particularly in the higher grades
where differences in student ability become more noticeable. This belief is partly caused by a lack of understanding
about inclusive education and the ways in which students
with varying abilities can be successfully taught in the same
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environment. It may also reflect the inherent belief – indeed the fear – that
inclusion will water down or weaken overall educational outcomes. We also
need to acknowledge that there is still some devaluing of people with disabilities
(particularly cognitive disabilities).
W H AT I S W R O N G W I T H T R A D I T I O N A L S P E C I A L E D U C AT I O N ?

Traditional special education, typically carried out by specialist teachers and in
isolation from other children in special classes or special schools, has failed in
several ways. First, it has failed to produce results. Students who experience segregated special education are not prepared for fulfilling lives in their communities when their education is finished. Research in Canada has indicated that they
do less well than similar children who go to regular schools.3 There is nothing
surprising in this. A segregated school program does not prepare young people
to be part of the community and society when they become adults. Growing up
and interacting with their peers does that.
Second, a system that encourages schools and teachers to abandon children
and youth who have learning challenges is not good policy. Presuming that any
child with special needs must be sent to a special program erodes the professional stature of teaching as a profession. Individual teachers may need support
in a number of areas but their professional and ethical responsibility is to teach
all children. Defining the regular classroom a place for “ordinary” learners and
putting unrealistic pressure on school systems to develop a parallel system for
all those thus abandoned also takes the focus off efforts for school improvement. It is bad educational policy, and in the long term it is not financially sustainable, as the struggles over funding issues experienced in many parts of Canada demonstrate.
Finally, segregated special education is not appropriate from a moral or human
rights perspective. In 2007, we still have thousands of children in Canada who
are confined to segregated classes, and a few still attend segregated schools.
Twenty-five years after the Charter, and in an international environment where
Canada should be providing leadership in the implementation of the recent UN
Convention – we can do better.
W H AT D O W E N E E D T O M A K E O U R
SCHOOLS INCLUSIVE?

First we need to state clearly that our goal is to have “inclusive, effective, community schools” that are both committed to inclusion and able to effectively carry it out. Once
the goal is set and before us, we can make plans to move
ahead. It is a challenging goal that will take a significant
investment in leadership at all levels – at the policy level;
the education system level; and the school and classroom
levels.
Let me list a few of the critical steps needed to implement this approach:
1. We need to make a plan for transition and change and
accept that this will take at least 3-5 years to do properly.
2. School staff must know how to make their schools and
classrooms effective for diverse student populations, and
so we need to invest in training for existing teachers and
school leaders as well as for new teachers.
3. Understanding that teachers need support to accept and
meet this challenge, we need to work with them and
their associations to develop supports they need.
4. We need to start by creating positive models of success
– classrooms, schools and communities that do a good
job and can share their success and strategies with
neighbors.
5. We need to identify a cadre of leaders and innovators at
all levels and assist them in building networks where
they can produce and share knowledge unique to their
communities.
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6. We need to identify and share “best practices” from
research and knowledge that is already available and can
be enriched and enhanced by local experience.
7. We need to understand that innovations and changes
that will make a difference will require resources. That
means money and people.4
W H AT D O E S E X P E R I E N C E T E L L U S A B O U T T H E
P R O C E S S O F C R E AT I N G I N C L U S I V E S C H O O L S ?

The schools in which I worked as an educational leader in
New Brunswick began to implement inclusive education
practices in 1982 and had the approach substantially in
place by 1985. In the more than 20 years since, teachers
and school leaders, here and elsewhere in Canada, have
learned a great deal about what it takes to be successful
with inclusion. They have also struggled with obstacles and
difficulties, many of which continue.
On the political or policy level in New Brunswick, at least
three significant province-wide reviews of inclusion have
been carried out, most recently the MacKay Report,
released in 2006.5 All three reviews identified the value and
positive features of an inclusive educational approach,
identified areas for improvement, and suggested the need
for more support to teachers and students. All three also
indicated the need for leadership, policy clarity, and additional resources to provide more systemic supports. I note
this history because I want to emphasize that creating
inclusive schools is not a one-time job. Successful inclusion
requires persistence and innovation to sustain the effort
and to develop approaches to meet the new challenges that
emerge over time.
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MONEY IS NOT THE ISSUE IN MOVING FROM SEGREGATION TO
INCLUSION. IN FACT SOME OF THE SMALLER AND LESS WEALTHY COMMUNITIES AND PROVINCES OF CANADA ARE LEADING THE WAY.
On a personal level, I have seen many success stories where teachers and parents have worked together to achieve success for individual students. I have seen
a student with no verbal language find other ways to communicate with nondisabled peers. I have seen shy and reticent children gain confidence and self
worth through daily interaction with other students in a variety of classroom situations. I have also seen teachers who have persevered look back and proudly
note both the progress made by individual students, and their own progress as
teachers. Committed and skilled teachers who are properly supported can make
inclusion work.
W H AT A B O U T T H E C O S T ?

Money is not the issue in moving from segregation to inclusion. In fact some of
the smaller and less wealthy communities and provinces of Canada are leading
the way. Many of Canada’s wealthiest provinces and communities spend a great
deal of money on segregated special education programs, but little on making
regular classrooms places where students with special needs can be welcomed
and successfully included. Money spent on segregated special education needs
to be re-directed to support teachers in inclusive regular schools.6 In some situations the investment may need to be increased, especially during the transition
period. However, because the investment to support inclusion is principally
directed toward supporting classroom teachers, it has spill-over positive benefits
for other students and for the classroom environment as a whole. This investment is critical if we are to make our schools instruments for creating an equitable and democratic society.

W H AT A B O U T T H E F U T U R E ?

I see inclusion as one of the sustaining pillars of public education in 21st century Canada. Our schools must reflect our
commitment to democratic values, to welcoming diversity
in our communities, and to inclusion as a key aspect of our
society. If we are to educate all our children, and do it well,
we need to ensure that every school is both effective and
inclusive.
Human Rights Commissions throughout Canada have
identified special education as a critical issue. Commissions
in Ontario and New Brunswick have established guidelines
for accommodating students with disabilities in the education system.7 Other commissions have also identified this
as a priority area that continues to result in many complaints each year. It will undoubtedly be the focus of future
deliberations by human rights commissions.8
The UN Convention sets out a bold and progressive
vision of education rights for children with disabilities and
articulates inclusion as an essential element in that vision.
Canadians can provide the world with a practical demonstration that inclusion can work to the benefit of society in
general. To do so, we must set our sights on a clear target
and work together to deliver nothing less to our children. I
GORDON PORTER is director of Inclusive Education Initiatives, Canadian Association for Community Living and Chair of the New Brunswick
Human Rights Commission. He is a winner of the Canadian Education
Association’s 2007 Whitworth Award for Research in Education.
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