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Abstract: Current practices regarding inclusive education vary enormously depending on a wide
range of issues, specifically the context and culture of an education system. To maximise the validity
of data, and to avoid contextual confusion, this review focuses on one state in Australia, that of
Western Australia. By applying a review of five-decade archival data, changes to education for
learners with disability in this state are critiqued. Analysis involved applying five a priori themes to
review educational reform practices. These were related to legislation and policy, support, curriculum,
teacher education and parental choice. Discussion teased out the impact of these changes on the
competing paradigms of special and inclusive education, and models and challenges of implementing
effective inclusive practice for all learners in one Australian state. Critical reflection provides valuable
insight into futures planning for all educational systems to reform practice to become more inclusive.

Keywords: Western Australia; inclusive education; disability; policy; curriculum; teacher education;
parental choice

1. Introduction

There is little doubt that in most countries changes in the education of learners with
disability have been highly noticeable and have altered significantly across the past half
century. With the general exemption of less developed countries, where change has been
fraught with a range of other local challenges, most countries now have well-established
processes for supporting learners with disability. These changes have been underpinned
by international declarations and conventions emanating from agencies such as UNESCO
and UNICEF and local country legislation and policy. Since the 1980s, the internationally
accepted philosophy of education has been to work towards a more inclusive approach
to education. Commencing with an integrative model, then moving towards an inclusive
approach, this has been considered as the most equitable way to educate all learners,
including those with disability.

This has, nonetheless, not been an easy model to implement. Countries vary enor-
mously in their cultural diversity and in their ability to respond to inclusion [1]. Local
beliefs, values, attitudes and knowledge about children with disabilities and their needs
similarly vary immensely and are frequently firmly embedded within local historical
contexts making change difficult [2]. All these impact on the ability of different systems
to provide appropriate and effective education opportunities and support for learners
with disability.

A major area of concern in most systems has been how to effectively prepare teachers
for their changed role. Considerable research has found that general education teachers
continue to blame their lack of appropriate pre-service preparation for their unwillingness
to be involved with inclusive education, or the difficulties they face with implementing
it [3]. This finding has led to many systems developing new models of teacher preparation
with greater collaboration between teacher training institutions and schools [4,5]. In some
regions, such as Australia, the training required for all teachers to support learners with
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disability has been legislated through a set of education standards. The nationally admin-
istered Australian Qualifications Framework [6], stipulates the standards to be achieved
for teachers on completing their preservice training. In Australia, most students with
special educational needs are now included in regular classes. Across all systems, though,
a range of schooling options continue to be offered, especially for students with high and
profound support needs [7]. In less developed countries, teacher preparation remains a
major concern with reported poor-quality and overall lack of general trained teachers, often
large class sizes, teaching being a less desirable career, minimal support, and inadequate
infrastructure and resources [1].

Linked with teacher knowledge about teaching learners with disability is the issue of
curriculum. Initially, only students who were able to keep up with the regular curriculum
could be included in mainstream schools. More recently, it is generally accepted that
curriculum adaptation is necessary to enable access for learners with disability. While the
content and expectations of achievement remain like their peers, access to or presentation
of the curriculum will most likely require modification [8].

The increased involvement of parents in their child’s schooling has also changed
the teacher-parent relationship in many systems and increased school accountability [7].
Although it was parent advocacy in the 1970s that led to educational acceptance for learners
with disability, it is only in more recent years that governments have acknowledged the rights
of parents and actively encouraged them to participate in school-based decision making.

1.1. Australian Education System

Australia has both federal and state/territory education systems. As overall respon-
sibility for education is decentralised to the states and territories, each jurisdiction is
responsible for setting its own education Acts, policy and directions. There remains,
however, some influence at a national level. The Australian Government Department
of Education, Skills and Employment [9] is responsible for the development of national
policies and the provision of programs for early childhood and higher education. It also
provides additional funding to states and territories to support learners with disability
to access primary and secondary schooling. This national funding is allocated through a
process of data collection called the Nationally Consistent Collection of Data on school
students with disability (NCCD). Information collected through this process determines
the number of students requiring additional funding at four different levels of need:

• Support provided within quality differentiated teaching practice (no federal fund-
ing allocated),

• Supplementary adjustments,
• Substantial adjustments, and
• Extensive adjustments.

The Australian Government calculates the students with disability loading in recurrent
funding. This funding is allocated directly to individual Education Departments for
children attending government schools, or to Catholic Education systems, and directly to
schools that are registered as Independent.

1.2. Research

To gain an understanding of how education systems have managed the change from
minimal or no education for learners with disability through to inclusion, this research
considered an in-depth review of one system in Australia. It was envisioned that the
challenges in providing an overview of change in more than one system would result in
limited validity with far too many differences to make any assumptions about how the
move towards inclusion had really impacted on a region. This review, therefore, aimed to
investigate the impact of cultural, political, social and historical changes for learners with
disabilities in the state of Western Australia.



Educ. Sci. 2021, 11, 119 3 of 15

2. Method

An historical perspective was provided through a review of relevant documentation
and artefacts across the past five decades in Western Australian education. Documented
evidence from national and state legislation and policies was critiqued. Data from pub-
lished research and reports were extracted from the literature in relation to impacting
on educational reform practices in the education of learners with disability. Data were
obtained from educational archives, published research, historical books, national and local
education reports, committee minutes, Education Acts and legislation. A number of article
databases were accessed including EBSCO, A+Education, Education Source, ERIC and
Google Scholar. Keywords used in a variety of combinations included: inclusion, special
needs, education, Western Australia, WA, legislation, policy, teachers, teaching, pedagogy,
curriculum, support, services, environment and parent/s. Literature was included in
the paper if it had relevance to the time periods under consideration and was specific
to the Australian or Western Australian context. Additional gray literature (including
legislation) was located using internet search engines, and through use of the authors own
reference collections.

Data were analysed using five a priori themes [10], extracted from the literature in
relation to impacting on educational reform practices in the education of learners with
disability. These themes were:

1. Policy and legislation;
2. Support and environment/learning spaces;
3. Curriculum;
4. Teachers, teacher training and pedagogy;
5. Parental choice.

Definitions

In Western Australia, the use of the term ‘handicapped’ was the practice in the 1970s
and this was defined as “A person whose physical and/or mental well-being is temporarily
or permanently impaired, whether congenitally or through age, illness, accident, or socio-
economic conditions or by an emotional-behavioural disorder, with the result that his
self-dependence, schooling, or employment is impaired” [11] (p. 202).

The definition of the term disability in this paper is the one used in the most current
School Education Act (1999) of Western Australia, which identifies disability as:

(a) “attributable to an intellectual, psychiatric, cognitive, neurological, sensory or physical
impairment or a combination of those impairments; and

(b) which is permanent or likely to be permanent; and
(c) which may or may not be of a chronic or episodic nature; and
(d) which results in (i) a substantially reduced capacity of a person for communication,

social interaction, learning or mobility; and (ii) the need for continuing support
services” [12] (Part 1, Section 4, p. 4).

3. Findings and Discussion

Each a priori theme was considered for changes across three timeframes (1970s to
early 1980s; late 1980s to early 2000s; and mid-2000s to end of 2020), covering the past half
century of education for learners with disability in Western Australia.

3.1. Theme 1: Policy and Legislation
3.1.1. Timeframe 1970s–Early 1980s

Following the introduction of the normalisation principle by Wolfensberger in the
Scandinavian countries in 1972 [13], worldwide philosophies for the education of learners
with disability began to change intensely. From a rights-based perspective, a strong
movement began to encourage learners with disabilities to be educated in regular schools.
A key early influence was Public Law 94-142 [14] which in 1975 legalised the structure
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needed to implement a policy of integration in the USA. This law was widely seen as
the foundation for change and, supported by the Warnock Report in the UK in 1978 [15],
these were utilised by many countries internationally, including Australia, to inform local
policy development.

Prior to the 1970s, education was not a right for children with disabilities in Australia.
Groups such as the Australian Council for Rehabilitation of Disabled (ACROD), however,
began to stimulate increasing interest in the development of special education throughout
the 1960s. A Senate Standing Committee on the education of the handicapped (the term
used at that time) led to the establishment of an Interim Committee for the Australian
Schools Commission. One of the major foci of this Committee was “the particular needs
of schools for the handicapped, whether mental, physical or social” [16]. Two key rec-
ommendations on special education requirements that emerged from this Report were
(1) the need for early identification and intervention providing professional support to
parents and siblings of children with handicaps, and (2) adequate training of teachers in
sufficient numbers through pre- and in-service training [17]. By 1974, the Federal Govern-
ment had committed extensive funds to support education including special education
and teacher development. A specific grant was made during 1973 for the employment of
50 additional college academic staff at teacher training colleges to support the number of
students undertaking courses in special education.

With this increased focus on the needs of learners with disability, national and local
policy began to refer to the integration of children with handicaps into the education
system. By the end of the decade, it was expected that all students, including those with
high support needs, should be included in an education facility, with an emphasis on
integration wherever possible. Although many students were still being offered placement
in a segregated special school in Western Australia, this was still an improvement from
previously when these children were not in education at all but placed in Activity Centres
or asylums.

In the early 1980s in Australia, a noticeable move towards the integration of learners
with disability was becoming well established. At this stage, though, the Education
Act 1928–1970 of Western Australia [18] did not contain any definition of disability and
referred only to children with disability in the context of placement options. This was
not added until the new Act was enacted in 1999. Reports on progress of integration in
Australia, nevertheless, were not very favourable. The Western Australian Beazley Report
in 1984 [19] concluded that school sites were not adequately meeting the needs of learners
with disability, but retained the perspective that if including students with disability in
regular classes the children with whom they were to be included were not to be affected
adversely. At a national level, the Gow Report [20], in the following year, found that while
the concept of integration was commendable, the problems associated with implementation
were impeding its progress. At this stage, while all jurisdictions in Australia expressed
some commitment to integration in principle, there was no legal mandate to formalise this
integration. Decisions regarding the inclusion of learners with disability in regular schools
relied on local school choices.

3.1.2. Timeframe—Late 1980s to Early 2000s

From the late 1980s, greater attention internationally was given to addressing inequal-
ities in education and the community. While not specifically focusing on students with
disability, at Jomtien, Thailand in 1990, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Conference on Education for All [21], noted that
access to basic education for all should be a focus for all countries. This declaration was the
forerunner of subsequent powerful agreements impacting the education of students with
disability which were signed and ratified by many countries around the world. Of par-
ticular importance to the global special education community was the 1994 release of the
Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education [22]), which
was a consensus of direction on education for students with disability; informed by the
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principle of inclusion with the aim of making all schools more effective. Key elements
consisted of inclusion of all, celebration of individual differences, and appropriate response
to the needs of all students.

In Australia, 1992 saw the introduction of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) [23],
which stated that students with disability must receive an appropriate education without
discrimination as a result of their disability. At this stage there was a transition to using
the term inclusion in policy although in reality the method employed was still very much
an integrated approach. In 1993, the Shean Report [24] reviewed the equity of services
provided to learners with disability in Western Australia. In this report it was argued that
“ . . . inclusion is not appropriate for all children” (p. 79), and placed importance on
“ . . . retaining the existing range of placement options” (p. 98).

Unlike the previous 1928 Education Act, the new 1999 School Education Act of Western
Australia [12] (Part 1, Section 4) included a definition of disability identifying it as meaning
a condition:

(a) “which is attributable to an intellectual, psychiatric, cognitive, neurological, sensory
or physical impairment or a combination of those impairments; and

(b) which is permanent or likely to be permanent; and
(c) which may or may not be of a chronic or episodic nature; and
(d) which results in—

(i) a substantially reduced capacity of a person for communication, social interac-
tion, learning or mobility; and

(ii) the need for continuing support services” (p. 4).

The definition provided some clarity around the identification of students with disabil-
ity but was broad and conversely, could be used to exclude students from receiving support
if they did not meet the definition; particularly students with specific learning disability.

By early 2000, all states and territories had developed their own policies on services
for learners with disability. Inclusive education was viewed as an essential component of
social justice and the provision of equitable access to schooling. Policy statements reflected
the DDA, although implementation varied significantly depending upon systemic regional
and local personnel and financial resources.

3.1.3. Timeframe—Mid-2000s to End of 2020

During this time frame, strong legislation introduced in the USA also had an im-
pact on other countries around the world, including Australia. The introduction of the
Individuals with Disabilities in Education Amendment Act 2004 (IDEA) [25], superseded
Public Law 94-142 [14] and ensured services to children with disability in the USA through
early intervention, special education and appropriate services.

Internationally, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities [26] also had
a significant influence on the way that the rights of people with disability were viewed,
not only in education, but in society. Article 24 specifically addressed education and clearly
stated that persons with disability must have access to inclusive education on an equal basis
with others in their community and that they are to be provided with accommodations
and supports to be successful. Australia was an early signatory to the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD).

Sitting under the DDA (1992) in Australia, the national Disability Standards for
Education (DSE) were enacted in 2005 [27], developed to make explicit to education
providers and consumers their rights and responsibilities in relation to students with
disability. The DSE required that all education providers ensured enrolment in appropriate
settings, access to curriculum, participation in educational activities, provision of support
services and that students with disability were not victims of harassment. These standards
were wrapped around concepts of reasonable adjustments in the classroom, and access on
the same basis as peers. The DSE was significant legislation as it provided guidance for both
teachers and parents regarding suitable accommodations and adjustments for students with
disability in the classroom. In Western Australia, in the current educational environment,
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educational bodies rather than individual schools, provide guidance to teachers and parents
on inclusive education through policies at a sector level which incorporate legislative
requirements. Even though Australia now has national policies on education promoting
inclusion, and anti-discrimination Acts aimed to ensure the rights of children and youth to
inclusive schooling, access to inclusion still varies considerably between government and
non-government systems, jurisdictions, regions, and local schools. Inclusion is a focus in
policy but in reality, it remains an option within a continuum of placements.

3.2. Theme 2: Support and Environment/Learning Spaces
3.2.1. Timeframe—1970s to Early 1980s

By the early 1970s, like many other countries, a fairly comprehensive dual system of
education had been established in all states and territories in Australia. Categorical special
schools for students with a range of specific disabilities had emerged so that students
were educated with those with similar disabilities. Such schools were autonomous in their
management and situated on separate sites from regular schools. Class sizes were generally
between five and 15 students depending upon their specific needs. Where available,
special education-trained teachers were employed and supported by a range of unqualified
teacher aides.

In Western Australia, the late 1970s saw the establishment of socio-psycho-educational
resource centres (SPER centres). Not designed as special schools (although acting in a
remarkably similar vein), they were provided as an alternative school to give temporary
support to learners who were not coping with the demands of regular schools. Find-
ing the inclusion of some learners in regular schools to be challenging due to failing to
“ . . . produce acceptable behavioural responses to the normal classroom setting despite
efforts by the teacher with assistance from a variety of sources” [28] (p. 15), they were
offered placement in a SPER centre. This placement could be up to two years before they
were expected to be integrated back into their local school.

Regular primary and secondary schools mainly enrolled students without disability,
although students with learning difficulties were included by default and when identified
usually separated into remedial classes. Class sizes were relatively large, usually between
30 and 40 students. There was no expectation that students in the remedial classes were to
complete the regular curriculum. Towards the end of the decade, the philosophy of segre-
gated education for students with disability had been challenged and a movement towards
reintegrating these students back into regular schools had commenced. The concept of
social inequality and empowerment was introduced.

3.2.2. Timeframe—Late 1980s to Early 2000s

The movement away from placement of children with disabilities in segregated fa-
cilities to greater inclusion in regular schools dramatically changed the nature of special
and regular education during this period. The integration into regular schools initially
focused on learners with mild disability, although it was widely acknowledged that the
role of regular teachers would still need to change.

This movement resulted in a continued debate about how regular schools could best
support these learners. Several major publications referring to widespread community
consultations concluded that provision of the level of support needed in terms of personnel
and facilities to ensure the safety and hygiene of learners with disability was beyond
reasonable expectations for regular schools [29,30]. They further concluded that any gains
obtained by including learners with high support needs would be outweighed by the
disadvantages and would be detrimental to existing students.

To resolve this issue, most jurisdictions reviewed existing support structures and
aimed to establish ways to provide some middle ground between special and regular
schools. In Western Australia, several environmental changes were made. Following the
Beazley Report, a new policy ‘Changes to Services for Children in Need of Educational
Support’ in1984 [31], outlined significant changes to the existing organisation of govern-
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ment services. Newly established Education Support Centres were designed to cater for
students with mild to moderate disabilities. While autonomous with their own principal
and teaching staff, these centres were placed on site of regular school buildings with the
intention to help promote increased opportunities for their students to participate in regu-
lar class activities. Where there was insufficient need for a centre, individual Education
Support Units were provided within regular schools, consisting of one or two classes under
the management of the regular school.

In addition, schools began to employ increasing numbers of unqualified education
assistants to support teachers, especially when including learners with disability into regu-
lar classes. The role of the assistants commenced by withdrawing students for individual
or small groupwork, but gradually began to move more towards working with students
within the regular classroom.

Inevitably, some special schools were closed, and the teachers became support teachers
in regular schools. The degree of involvement of learners with disability from the Education
Support Centres or Units in the onsite regular schools, however, varied enormously as it
was dependent upon the relationships between the two principals and the ethos of both
schools. Although the Education Department had established a policy that supported
inclusion, based on the recommendations from the Shean Report and the existing Education
Act, it simultaneously retained the right to prevent the inclusion of students deemed
unsuitable. The education policy in 1993 [32] stated that where three criteria of significant
deficits in (a) adaptive behaviour; (b) academic achievement; and (c) intellectual functioning
of two or more standard deviations below the mean, were met, students were still eligible
for placement in education support facilities.

3.2.3. Timeframe—Mid-2000s to End of 2020

While the inclusion movement in education was still gaining momentum during this
period, the continuum of services offered to students with disability remained in place.
There were education support centres and special schools available for students to access,
and some specialised language development centres, and centres catering for students
with specific disability, such as Autism Spectrum Disorder [33]. Along with the existing
provision, purposeful planning of new schools began incorporating a composite model.
Instead of building a separate, segregated school or centre, these are now being merged in
the planning and building of the school (both primary and secondary sites), known as a One
School Model [34]. These specially designed settings include appropriate modifications
and accommodations to the physical environment to address the needs of all potential
learners, in line with the Disability Standards in Education 2005 [27]. Modifications may
include lifts (in multi-story sites), ramps, wide-opening doors for access, large class sizes,
modified furniture, toilet facilities, and access to technology.

In 2011, a panel review of school funding in Australia, known locally as the Gonski
Report, revealed large gaps and inequities between students, with differences in educa-
tional outcomes, often attributed to differences in social economic factors and community
position [35]. The panel concluded that “ . . . every child should have access to the best pos-
sible education, regardless of where they live, the income of their family, or the school they
attend” (p. xiv). The report stated that the best way to achieve equity was through funding
reform, and a new model of increased school funding was suggested, including greater
clarity around individual state and federal funding. The new model suggested funding
per student, with an additional load for students with disability. As jurisdictions across
Australia used different definitions for disability, it was also determined that a Nationally
Consistent Collection of Data on School Students with Disability [NCCD] [36] would take
place annually to determine the number and level of adjustments provided to students with
disability. From 2018, funding for students with disability from the Australian Government
has been based on the NCCD data.

Beginning in the mid-2000s, there was an emphasis in the education system on decen-
tralisation in order to ensure local requirements could be met in schools. The decentrali-
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sation involved a move from centralised special education consultants to district support
groups, which could be more responsive to schools and gain a deeper understanding of the
issues for schools in different geographic areas. As part of the decentralisation of education
support, Independent Public Schools (IPS) were introduced [37], where schools could apply
to be independent, and work from a one-line budget. This form of budgeting allowed
schools to make individual decisions about how and where the funding would be best
applied in the school to meet the needs of all learners. The IPSs included regular schools,
education support centres and education support schools and required a school board to
be formed to assist with the operations of the school. The IPS system allowed schools to
hire staff as required, for example, social workers or speech pathologists, who may not
normally be part of the school’s regular staff.

3.3. Theme 3: Curriculum and Pedagogy
3.3.1. Timeframe—1970s to Early 1980s

In the 1960s and 1970s, state-based education departments in Australia began to
develop special schools to accommodate students with disability. In regular schools the
curriculum that was expected to be taught to students was also state based and detailed in
regards to the content and when it was expected to be covered, which was not always acces-
sible for students with disability. In special schools, specific curriculum was developed by
individual schools, often with a life-skill focus, to support students in gaining appropriate
daily living skills such as self-care, money concepts, and travel skills. The main aim of
many of the life-skill curricula was to assist the students to be active members of society and
potentially access the workforce on leaving school. Some commercially available programs
were used by some special schools, such as the Walker Social Skills Curriculum [38].

3.3.2. Timeframe—Late 1980s to Early 2000s

Outcomes-based education (OBE) became a popular educational approach in Western
Australia around the 1990s [39]. While this approach was said to be useful as it examined
the outputs of curriculum and then moved backwards through curriculum design, there
were many issues with the implementation of this approach in schools in WA. Berlach and
McNaught describe the difficulties with the implementation of an outcomes-based curricu-
lum as being poorly handled by education authorities. The documentation was convoluted
and difficult to comprehend, assessments were time-consuming and insufficiently competi-
tive and, of most concern, the underlying philosophy of OBE was incompletely considered.
Teachers were dissatisfied with the OBE system and an unprecedented loss of experienced
teachers from the system was reported. The use of outcomes to measure student progress
was promoted for all students, including students with disabilities. The OBE approach was
discontinued in 2008 in Western Australia with the reintroduction of a K-10 Syllabus.

3.3.3. Timeframe—Mid-2000s to End of 2020

A unified Australian curriculum was released in 2010 to be used by all states and
territories in Australia [40]. There have, however, since been local state variations applied
to some of the subject areas in the curriculum. In Western Australia, teachers access the
School Curriculum and Standards Authority (SCSA) version of the curriculum. The WA
Curriculum, as it is known, includes access to ABLEWA (Ability Based Learning Education
Western Australia), an assessment tool and curriculum materials for students with disability
and additional learning needs [41]. The ABLEWA provides access points to the curriculum
for students who may be working at a level lower than pre-primary and therefore may not
be able to access the regular curriculum levels. In addition to using ABLEWA to provide
appropriate curriculum, teachers can also take a three-pronged approach to devising
learning objectives for students with disability that may be drawn from one or more
of three dimensions of the Australian Curriculum; the curriculum materials; general
capabilities; or cross-curriculum priorities [42], although the curriculum is recommended
as the starting point.
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While there is no specific requirement for the use of planning formats, or stipulation
of the format to be used, the DSE [27] refers to programs taking into account the intended
educational outcomes and learning needs and capacities of the learner with a disability.
Most schools and educational sectors utilise individualised programs to identify and record
the needs and key learning objectives for learners with a disability. There is no one standard
format for these individualised programs, and examples include an Individual Education
Plan (IEP), Curriculum Adjustment Plan (CAP), Individual Behaviour Management Plan
(IBMP), or Developmental Learning Plan (DLP). There is an expectation that, where feasible
and appropriate, special education settings will teach an adapted version of the national
curriculum, through making reasonable adjustments to the instruction, curriculum and
environment allowing for personalised learning and individualised support [42].

Between 2012 and 2014, support for schools in the form of an initiative titled More
Support for Students with Disabilities (MSSD) was instigated for all states and territories,
including Western Australia, utilising funds from the Federal government (specifically,
Department of Education and Training). Independent evaluation of the initiative suggested
that the objective to “ . . . build the skills of teachers and increase school capacity to better
meet the educational needs of students with disability” [43] (p. 9) was achieved well, with
some obvious capacity building noted in many schools and sectors. While only a short-term
initiative, the MSSD focused attention on improving the learning and educational outcomes
for students with disability.

3.4. Theme 4: Teachers, Teacher Training and Pedagogy
3.4.1. Timeframe—1970s to Early 1980s

During this period, teachers were trained either as generalist primary or specialised
secondary teachers in Australia. For teachers wanting to work in special schools, separate
training was offered. Teachers expected to be able to obtain a job working in the area for
which they had trained. In addition, classes were homogenised with grading of students
within year groups, so that teachers would be mainly working with students of like
abilities. Teachers built up expectations of achievement and behaviour within the age
groups in which they taught. Most students were of Australian, Aboriginal or British
descent. Teachers experienced little diversity within regular classes.

Teacher training was considered a full-time course with an expectation that they
would be on site at their training college five days a week. Training for regular schools
focused on generic skills based on limited theory with a stronger emphasis on practical
teaching skills and strategies. At the beginning of the 1970s, teacher preservice training
courses did not include any compulsory units of study on teaching students with disability.
Separate courses were offered for those who wanted to prepare to teach in a special school
where the greater emphasis was on teaching life skills in preparing students for living in a
family and the community. By the mid-1970s, though, the main training colleges in Western
Australia required all students to take special education courses in their first and second
years of study. These were focused on medical issues associated with specific categories
of handicap and did not provide an integrated approach. It was not until the early 1980s
that training colleges offered the first additional one-year diploma in special education
that was non-categorical and focused on competent teaching techniques and procedures
irrespective of medical condition.

Pedagogy remained didactic, teaching to the average of the class with limited mod-
ifications, especially for learners who were gifted or deemed to be ‘slow learners’. Desk
layout was rigid with students placed in rows and classes grouped according to ability.
It was not uncommon for the brightest students to be placed in the front rows and the
weaker ones at the back of the classroom.

3.4.2. Timeframe—Late 1980s to Early 2000s

As inclusive education gained momentum in Australia, teachers voiced increasing
concerns about their inability to provide for learners with disability. Many questioned the
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appropriateness of inclusive education. There was little evidence to support this inclusion
from an academic standpoint, although it was generally perceived that it had social gains.

Teachers voiced fears about being judged on their abilities if they were unable to
support learners with disabilities, especially those that exhibited particularly challenging
behaviours. They cited a lack of training, large class sizes, disruption to their regular
teaching, parents of learners without disability being unaccepting of inclusion and their
frustration in being unable to cope with the new challenges. At this stage including
learners with a disability in a regular classroom was not mandated in Australia and so
many teachers opted out.

3.4.3. Timeframe—Mid-2000s to End of 2020

With the strengthening of expectations around inclusive education, teachers began
to experience teaching more students with disability in regular classes, and this is now
considered the norm and is legislated. While recent research reports that teachers still
complain about being unprepared to teach students with disability, teacher education
programs require courses in the area of special/inclusive education in order to achieve
accreditation as a university program [44] and to meet graduate teacher standards. Training
for teachers, however, does not always allay concerns [45], and crowded university curricu-
lums may not allow significant time for practical training, as opposed to philosophical ap-
proaches. Australian Professional Standards for Teachers [46] require that graduate teachers
“ . . . demonstrate broad knowledge and understanding of legislative requirements and teach-
ing strategies that support participation and learning of students with disability” (p. 11).

There is an increasing requirement that teaching practices, for all students, are evidence
based and data driven to ensure the efficacy of the practice [1]. The scientific approach to
teaching requires evidence that a practice actually works and is the most efficacious [47].
Individualised, student-centred learning approaches are now seen as appropriate pedagogy
to address the learning needs of students [48].

3.5. Theme 5: Parental Choice
3.5.1. Timeframe—1970s to Early 1980s

Parental choice in education placement for children with disability was virtually
non-existent in the 1970s. This was clearly enunciated in The Education Act, 1928–1970 of
Western Australia, which although receiving minor amendments, was not repealed until
1999. In the Act, specific recommendations for children with disability were contained
in Section 20A(1), covering children requiring special education and in Section 20B(1) for
those with severe disorders. These sections pertain only to placement options and make
it very clear that parents do not have any right to choose the placement for their child.
Section 20A(1) Children requiring special education (Education Act 1928–1970) states that:

Where it appears to an advisory panel that a child of not less than 6 years of
age nor more than leaving age has a mental or physical disorder or disability of
such a nature that the interests of that child would be best served if he were to
attend a school providing education of a kind specially suited to persons with
such a disorder or disability, the Minister may, on the recommendation of the
panel, serve on the parent of the child a direction in writing requiring the parent
to cause the child to attend such school or schools as is or are specified in the
direction during such times as are so specified (p. 38).

Section 20B(1) Children with severe disorders (Education Act 1928–1970) states that:

Where it appears to an advisory panel that a child has a mental or physical
disorder or disability of so severe a nature that the presence of that child in
a Government school would disrupt the normal operation of the school the
Minister may, on the recommendation of the panel, serve on the parent of the
child a direction in writing directing the parent to refrain from causing the child
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to attend any Government school and whilst the direction remains in force the
Minister shall refuse to permit the child to attend any Government school (p. 39).

Parents who attempted to challenge such directives were invariably seen as ‘trouble-
makers’ and unwelcome in their child’s school. This directive resulted in a number of
children with severe disorders being unable to attend any government school.

3.5.2. Timeframe—Late 1980s to Early 2000s

Over the next period, parents became increasingly more involved in the education of
their children with disability. Parent advocacy and support groups were cultivated and
constituted an important and vocal voice in promoting and advocating for inclusion. These
were frequently supported by Non-Government Organisations (NGOs). Family-centred
services became common for children with disabilities in the 0–5 age group, and more
funding and support services were made available by the states and territories and NGOs
to encourage early intervention.

3.5.3. Timeframe—Mid-2000s to End of 2020

Decisions about placement in a specific educational setting are now made with signifi-
cant input and choice from parents, and any disputes about the feasibility of the placements
are addressed by an advisory panel who guides the Director General about education place-
ment [49]. Parents have much greater input into the educational planning for their children,
often in the form of an Individual Education Plan (IEP), which is a collaborative document
detailing the key goals and objectives to be met by the child. As parents have significant
knowledge of their children’s abilities and needs, they are logical and necessary partners
in the educational process [50]. Parents also have heightened knowledge of process and
procedures involved in the schooling system and their rights in relation to the Disability
Discrimination Act [23] and Disability Standards for Education [27], due to the increased
access to online information.

With the initiation of Independent Public Schools, parent representation on school
boards is now a commonplace and expected occurrence. This representation provides
further impetus for parental input into the school’s objectives, priorities and general
policy directions [51]. All schools have a website where information about the school is
readily available.

Parental choice in relation to therapy has grown due to the implementation of an
Australia-wide National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) [52], which provides funding
resources to support the needs and build independence of people with disability. Therapies
may be provided during school time (in consultation with the school), and are parent
controlled, rather than being fully determined by the school, as happened in the past.

4. Conclusions

Based on this historical perspective, through an analysis of documents and artefacts,
it is possible to obtain an overall picture of how Australia, and in particular Western
Australia, has transitioned from providing no education or schooling to students with
high and profound support needs to making education available to all students within
their local inclusive school. Mirroring international declarations, many important reforms
underpinned by national legislation and local policy have led this change in Australia.
The move towards inclusion for all remains, nonetheless, a movement in flux, with new
amendments and opportunities being introduced through a continuous improvement
regime. Australia is somewhat unique as education is governed locally within each juris-
diction but committedly supported fiscally by additional federal funding. Legislation is
national, yet jurisdictions can enact their own policies without interference from a central
government. Inevitably, this has led to different approaches to the education of children
with disabilities, a variety of support structures, and alternative schooling arrangements
across the states and territories.
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Nevertheless, the competing paradigms of special and inclusive education remain.
In many ways, education reform is cyclical, in that old ways become new ones: only under
new terms and embedded in different philosophies. Of key importance, though, is that
all children now have access to education and no children are confined to activity centres
or asylums. In reality, the range of educational placement options available continue to
be the same as in the 1970s, although placement selection is now reversed. While initially
movement was from segregated facilities into integrated ones, it is now from inclusive
settings into more segregated ones. The names of the schools are less stigmatising and
school sites expect to cater for considerably more diverse student populations, but it
remains that for children with the most challenging needs, education for them is with a
specialist teacher in a separate classroom.

The latest model to emerge in Western Australia for newly developing government
school sites is a fully inclusive approach to physical placements for all students. Students
who would have previously gone to a segregated special school, an education support
centre or a mainstream school will now have the choice of attending a school that is a
combination of all three options, which the Department of Education have termed a ‘One
School Model’ [34,53]. Under this new model the designated school site will have one
overarching principal, with an associate principal taking the role of supporting students
with special needs. These students may be placed in the regular classroom, or in a special
classroom where their needs will be best met. The One School Model has some correlation
to the Inclusive Special Education theory suggested by Hornby [54], in particular the
necessity for close collaboration with parents and school staff.

This new model has strong implications for the involvement of parents in decision
making. From the analysis, it is evident that parental involvement in their child’s education
has increased significantly over the past fifty years and that it has now reached a stage
where the rights of parents have been firmly embedded within Australian legislation and
policies. Decisions about placement choices for learners with special education needs
are made with substantial input by parents, alongside a comprehensive team of relevant
stakeholders. Parents are in general more aware of and knowledgeable about options for
their children and can be extra demanding about accessing these. Parents are involved
in much more intensive discussions with their school, moving in advance of supporting
the school through Parents and Citizens fundraising activities, to being engaged in greater
decision making through participation on school boards and other endeavours that allow
their voices to be heard. Accountability by schools has also increased exponentially, with a
considerably greater openness about their curricula and pedagogy, and the supports that
they provide to learners with special needs.

In addition to having a stronger voice in the education of students with special needs,
an extensive review of the empirical literature about parental involvement and inclusive
education by Afolabi [55], revealed a “ . . . strong and meaningful relationship between
parental involvement and academic achievement and that parents’ beliefs, expectations,
and experiences, are important ingredients that support better learning outcomes for
children” (p. 196). Establishing and maintaining an effective and positive relationship
between parents and schools will, therefore, need to be an essential component of the new
fully inclusive model of physical placements within the one school brand. Enacting this
model will result in larger numbers of parents of learners with disabilities vying for the
same outcomes and opportunities that they previously accessed within a smaller and more
focused special school system.

Parents of learners with special needs do not want equal opportunities but equitable
ones for their children. Inevitably, this will require schools to provide differentiated options
for some learners, which may be seen by parents of learners without special needs as being
discriminating against their children. It remains to be seen whether parents of learners
with special needs will consider the support available within this new model reasonable
and equitable compared to the facilities and supports that were previously provided in the
segregated special schools. The model may also challenge parents’ perceptions of whether
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their rights of choice are being enabled or constricted within a much more diverse and
larger schooling organization.
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