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This article seeks to shed light on various inclusive education (IE) aspects within the current educational policy 

landscape. IE stands as a beacon of progress, aiming to provide equal opportunities for quality education to all 

pupils, accommodating diverse and adapted responses to each learner's needs and unique abilities while 

eliminating discrimination and exclusion. Despite being considered a key educational goal in the Western 

world, implementation challenges arise owing to confusion between 'integration', 'inclusion', and IE. To clarify 

this confusion, the article examines IE's roots and developmental stages, considering societal perceptions that 

shaped them. The goal is to establish clear boundaries for the concept, facilitating a unified educational 

discourse. Special attention will be given to an examination of IE in Israel in 2024, as a test case of a society 

coping with broad societal heterogeneity, reflected in its education system. The article claims that to promote 

IE, the existing separation between regular and special education, which currently operates as two parallel and 

separate tracks, should be abolished. As long as a fragmented educational discourse persists, IE will continue 

to face conflicting voices of inclusiveness in theory and exclusion in practice. Hence, it is necessary to create 

a single educational heterogeneous inclusive system to address all pupils' diverse needs without separating 

between types of learners. This change will enable the development of an exemplary society that promotes 

values of equity, diversity, choice, and social justice. 

 

 

1. Introduction  

The need to adapt to the diversification of modern 

societies is met by education, which is a vital 

instrument for societal advancement. Schools face 

both possibilities and challenges from the dynamics of 

modern societies, which are defined by variations in 

talents, cultures, languages, and backgrounds. 

In Western countries that value pluralism, 

equality, diversity, choice, and social justice, 

education systems must recognize each child's equal 

right to learn and develop. This commitment enables 

graduates to navigate their future lives and integrate 

into adult society, resulting in vocational and social 

success (Razer et al., 2013). Therefore, increasing IE 

is important to achieve these goals.  

Over the last decade, education policymakers in 

the OECD (UNESCO, 2009; 2017; 2020; OECD, 

2023) and the European Agency for Special Needs and 

Inclusive Education (EASNIE, 2019a; 2019b; De 

Vroey et al., 2022) have prioritized inclusive 

education (IE). Many countries, including Israel, have 

begun implementing IE policies (Tümkaya & Miller, 

2020). 

IE is a constant process of providing all pupils with 

equal access to quality education while valuing their 

uniqueness and unique strengths within their learning 

communities. It prohibits discrimination and exclusion 

based on talent, culture, gender, sector, background, or 

socioeconomic level (EASNIE, 2019a; 2019b; 2022; 

UNESCO, 2020; OECD, 2023). IE is consistent with 

Sustainable Development Goal 4: 'Ensure inclusive 

and excellent education for everyone and encourage 

lifelong learning'. (Sustainable Development Goal 4, 

2015) 

Despite the acknowledgment of IE's importance in 

modern society, education systems have found its 

application to be challenging. One important 

impediment is the lack of a clear IE definition, which 

originates from the confusion between the ideas of 

integration, inclusion, and IE that exist in the 

education area and have to be clarified and refined. 

Furthermore, IE frequently refers to unusual 

situations, such as pupils with special needs and 

challenges, rather than the entire pupil population, as 

its reasoning suggests (Nilholm and Göransson, 2017).  

To understand the confusion, we must return to the 

foundations of the IE concept. This article seeks to 

shed light on its evolution from the 1948 UN 

Declaration of Human Rights into the present day by 

highlighting the intricacies of many definitions, 

philosophies, and societal perspectives that formed it. 
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This detailed analysis is critical for defining the term 

IE and establishing a common language within the 

educational community. Without a clear and distinct 

discourse between IE and other similar concepts, the 

challenge of implementing IE will remain a struggle 

for both the world and Israeli education systems. 

2. The Meaning of IE 

Education is designed to reflect societal values and 

address its needs.  Educational approaches are 

dynamic and develop with societal values. 

Consequently, a correlation can be identified between 

these approaches and prevailing social trends and 

perspectives within the same time frame and location. 

To comprehend IE’s multifaceted concept, one must 

analyze its development within a context of evolving 

social perceptions across various historical periods.  

IE is an ongoing process to ensure equal 

educational opportunities for all, irrespective of 

differences. It rejects discrimination based on abilities, 

culture, gender, or socioeconomic status. Its goal is to 

create a diverse and supportive learning environment 

respecting every pupil’s uniqueness (EASNIE, 2019a; 

2019b; 2022; UNESCO, 2020; OECD; 2023). 

Consequently, schools in communities should identify 

and remove barriers preventing all pupils from 

experiencing success and participation in schools and 

their communities (Global Education Monitoring 

Report, 2020; OECD; 2023).   

Like many Western countries, Israel has begun to 

embrace IE policies and shift away from integration 

and inclusion viewpoints, which focus on providing 

specialized, targeted responses to pupils with special 

needs, and toward an IE approach addressing 

heterogeneous classes. Despite policymakers' 

discussions of IE, the educational sphere remains 

mired in the terms of the past, such as integration and 

inclusion, referring to deviance, disability, and 

weakness, contradicting the IE rationale (Tümkaya & 

Miller, 2020). 

IE development has been shaped by changing 

perspectives of diversity, equality, and the right to 

education. Examining its history provides insight into 

the gradual transformation of educational paradigms 

worldwide. This article provides a glimpse into the 

past and illustrates the journey to achieve the right to 

inclusive, diverse, and equitable education. 

3. History and Development of IE 

Changes in societal attitudes, educational 

philosophies, and legislative frameworks are reflected 

in the IE concept which has evolved significantly over 

the years. Its roots can be traced back to education 

pioneers such as Maria Montessori and John Dewey, 

who advocated a more inclusive and child-centered 

approach (Volansky, 2020). Its momentum grew in the 

mid-twentieth century, with a shift toward integration 

in response to perceived shortcomings of segregated 

educational institutions. The literature has referred to 

four core theoretical approaches to IE: (1) human 

rights approach (since 1948), (2) approach focusing on 

children with special needs (since 1990), (3) approach 

addressing vulnerable and marginalized groups (since 

2000), and (4) transformational approach to education 

systems that adapt to all types of pupils (since 2005) 

(Opertti et al., 2014). Each approach highlights a 

distinct IE component, which helps in understanding 

varied interpretations. These approaches, as well as 

changed society's beliefs and trends over time, have 

had an impact on IE development and advancement. 

3.1 From Segregation to Human Rights 

Before the 1950s, many countries systematically 

excluded physically, mentally, or otherwise disabled 

pupils from public school systems, and provided only 

segregated educational options. Following World War 

II, educational philosophy marked the importance of 

equal educational opportunities for all pupils. The 

United Nations' 1948 Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights played a pivotal role in promoting the right to 

education for all, emphasizing everyone's fundamental 

right to access education and not be excluded, both in 

its broader context (giftedness, cognitive challenges, 

mental limitations, and social pluralism) and in the 

context of inclusive school environments (Borson, 

2017; Timor, 2013). However, realizing this right 

requires a more extensive societal reform. 

3.2 Emergence of Special Education Services 

During the 1960s and 1970s, emphasis shifted to 

special education to meet pupils with disabilities’ 

educational needs, highlighting the development of 

special education programs. Although this was a step 

toward acknowledging various learning requirements, 

it also resulted in the segregation of children with 

disabilities and the development of segregated special 

education schools in which children with educational 

difficulties were separated from pupils without 

disabilities. This reality was consistent with the 

prevalent individualistic medical theory, which 

viewed disabilities as individual medical problems 

that needed to be addressed. (Shakespeare, 2013). 

Voices demanding change led by individuals with 

disabilities developed in the UK and the USA, 

campaigning for the removal of segregation in special 
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schools, stating that disability was a societal issue that 

should be resolved by removing obstacles.  

The concept of a 'Least Restrictive Environment' 

(LRE) gained momentum in the 1970s as more people 

recognized every child's fundamental right to 

education. Several countries' legislation addressed 

special education, emphasizing integration into 

regular school settings to eliminate differentiation and 

align education with pupils' developmental needs 

(Margalit, 1997; Marom et al., 2006).  

The first of these approaches, known as 

"mainstreaming," originated in American special 

education legislation and was a strategy for integrating 

kids with mild disabilities into mainstream educational 

environments and activities with significant 

paraprofessional assistance (Robson, 2005). Special 

education schools were abolished in several parts of 

Canada (Ibid), while the law in Italy required students 

with special education needs to be educated in regular 

settings (Contardi & Gherardini, 2003). 

Mainstreaming focused on how students with special 

needs may fit into existing general education 

institutions rather than advocating for structural 

changes. 

In these circumstances, the integration concept 

may limit individuals with special needs equal access 

to resources and services, resulting in their grouping 

and stigmatization within traditional educational 

institutions (Timor, 2013). The normative framework 

was founded on the medical approach that was popular 

at the time, to assimilate pupils with special needs into 

normative educational contexts while also 

emphasizing their differences. This strategy reduced 

segregation by focusing on students' rights to be 

educated alongside their peers. This perspective 

resulted in isolation and estrangement from their 

communities (Reiter, 2007). 

3.3 Integration and Inclusion Movements 

The 1980s and 1990s witnessed a paradigm change 

toward integration and inclusion responding to a 

developing social movement that, based on the 

arguments of the Union of the Physically Impaired 

Against Segregation, led to Mike Oliver's articulation 

of a social model in England in 1983 (Oliver, 1996). 

In contrast to the medical model, this social model 

contended that disability was a societal issue affecting 

a person and that it was society's responsibility to find 

solutions. Barriers had to be removed, and legislation 

was passed to promote social equality.  

Thus, the concept of integration impregnated the 

educational setting, moving kids with special needs 

out of segregated settings within regular schools and 

allowing them to join regular classes as long as they 

were capable of adjusting to their requirements 

(Graham, 2023). The phrase 'as long as capable' 

demonstrated how the social principle of 

normalization persisted in the field of education. 

Israel passed its Special Education Law in 1988, 

and its education system began to apply it following 

the worldwide social orientation. This approach 

emphasized children with special needs, and their right 

to be included in standard education frameworks as 

critical to the growth of a just and equitable society. 

Heterogeneous classrooms were regarded as a 

resource for social justice (Avissar, 2010). However, 

in practice, the so-called 'Integration Gospel' 

amounted to nothing more than internal classroom 

segregation.  

In practice, this policy resulted purely in students’ 

physical presence in the regular system without their 

actual active involvement, participation, or 

establishing personal connections with students 

without special needs. Teachers struggled to integrate 

students due to their lack of knowledge and 

pedagogical skills, resulting in negative attitudes 

toward integration (Norwich, 2012). A complex 

reality arose, with two parallel systems, a smaller one 

merging with a desired larger one, and pupils 

transitioning from the special classes to normative 

mainstream ones. Students had to struggle to adjust to 

a normative framework that needed to provide and 

facilitate appropriate accommodations (Graham, 

2023). Ultimately, this policy resulted in pupils' 

physical presence in the regular system with neither 

active involvement, nor participation, nor personal ties 

with students without special needs. Teachers failed to 

integrate pupils due to a lack of knowledge and 

pedagogical abilities, which resulted in negative 

attitudes toward integration (Norwich 2012). 

UNESCO's Salamanca Statement (1994) was a 

critical moment, proposing inclusion as the most 

effective strategy to eliminate discrimination and 

achieve equal education for all. It recognized inclusion 

as a fundamental human right, and 92 nations 

worldwide began revising their policies to 

accommodate inclusion practices, allowing children 

with special education needs to attend mainstream 

courses (UNESCO, 1994). As a result, integration was 

replaced with the innovative approach of inclusion. 

(Tümkaya & Miller, 2020) 
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While integration saw human diversity as 

problematic, inclusion viewed it as an asset (Mittler, 

2012). The 'Inclusion and Quality of Life' in society 

socio-economic approach viewed human diversity as 

a strength rather than a limitation, advocating for the 

use of 'diversity of needs' instead of 'special needs'. 

Timor (2013) argued that society must take the lead 

and adjust to this diversity.  

Children enrolled in the education system have the 

right to participate in regular classes free of barriers to 

ensure full participation opportunities for all learners 

(Norwich, 2012; 2022). This calls for organizational 

reform, making adjustments in contents, methods, 

structures, and teaching strategies to offer appropriate 

learning experiences to all pupils of relevant age 

groups, adjusted to their individual needs and 

preferences (Graham, 2023). Nevertheless, despite the 

change towards a more human-centered approach 

through the inclusion movement, aiming to include 

pupils with various needs in the system and adjust it 

accordingly, this approach is limited as it focuses 

solely on students with special needs and their 

entitlement to specialized education. 

3.4 IE as a Global Goal of 21st-Century Values 

In the 21st century, IE has developed into a 

worldwide objective, backed by numerous global 

agreements promoting principles of accessibility, 

equality, and diversity in education. The IE viewpoint 

broadened after the Salamanca Statement was 

expanded in 2001, emphasizing that every child has 

the right to education and promoting equal 

participation of all children in society (Ainscow et al., 

2006; Ainscow, 2020). 

Providing education to all individuals involves 

addressing a wide range of needs within mixed classes, 

prioritizing marginalized groups over specifically 

addressing the needs of students who qualify for 

special education services. In 2001, President George 

Bush announced the "No Child Left Behind" 

educational reform in the US, which is based on 

federal law and seeks to enhance all pupils' 

performance in public schools and narrow societal 

disparities (No Child Left Behind Pub. Law, 2001). In 

2003, England implemented the all-encompassing 

"Every Child Matters Act" seeking to offer 

comprehensive assistance to every child from infancy 

to adulthood (Chief Secretary to the Treasury, 2003). 

In 2005, Ontario initiated an inclusive education 

reform called 'Essential for Some, Good for All' to 

support the success of all pupils, including those with 

special needs, in mixed classrooms, based on the belief 

that every student can thrive (Lam, et al., 2012). 

In 2006, the UN Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities reaffirmed their right to 

receive education with equal opportunities and 

without discrimination. To ensure this right, nations 

needed to guarantee that their education systems were 

inclusive across all levels and provided opportunities 

for lifelong learning (UN Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), 2006).   

The 2009 UNESCO declaration defined IE as a 

process that enhances educational systems' capacity to 

cater to all pupils, particularly those impacted by 

socio-economic status, ethnicity, immigration status, 

health issues, physical disabilities, and other 

disabilities (UNESCO, 2009).  

Two critical audit reports on education were 

published in Israel (Margalit, 2000, and Dorner 

Report, 2009), revealing the inadequate integration of 

special education students and teachers' negative 

attitudes toward this issue, together with their lack of 

knowledge and tools to accommodate students with 

special needs in their classes (Naon, et al., 2011). 

In 2012, the Israeli Ministry of Education declared 

'inclusion' as one of its key aims, implying that it 

would be implemented for most pupils in Israeli 

classes. However, the wording produced a paradox 

because it referred to pupils with special needs 

separately, advocating "their integration and 

promotion in general education while expanding the 

ability to meet their diverse needs" (Shemesh, 2012, 

p.13). In essence, educational inclusion in Israel is 

limited to struggling pupils and those with learning 

and behavioral problems in mainstream schools. On a 

worldwide scale, the United Nations' Sustainable 

Development Goal 4 (SDG 4, 2015) established a clear 

goal of promoting quality inclusive, and equitable 

education for everyone, strengthening IE's 

commitment to all students in heterogeneous classes. 

The Margalit and Dorner reports, and Goal 4, 

influenced Israel's inclusion process, resulting in 

legislative modifications to the Special Education Law 

(Amendment No. 11, 2018). This law requires a shift 

in the education system from pupils with special needs 

integration and inclusion to IE, characterized by 

delivering individualized responses to students' needs. 

However, the law only applies to students with special 

needs, not all students in diverse classes, as IE 

intended, resulting in a paradox and promoting a 

limited and contentious educational perspective rather 

than a wide one. Since the Special Education Law was 
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enacted in Israel, the discourse has concentrated 

entirely on the special education population, with IE 

principles yet to be applied (Kimchi & Bar Nir, 2022). 

As long as an educational discourse that separates 

pupils based on backgrounds, skills, academic levels, 

and other factors persists, society will perpetuate 

exclusion and fail to attain social acceptance of 

diversity. As a result, the goal of creating a model 

society will remain unmet (Medina, 2020). The 

question is: What steps must be taken to achieve this 

goal? 

4. A Glimpse into the Future - IE Leading to a 

Model Society in Israel  

The chronological axis represents philosophical, 

intellectual, and cultural transformations. Although 

societal and ideological maturity appears to embrace 

IE, with policy documents and declarations worldwide 

and in Israel backing it, implementation in the 

educational field lags.  

Israel has had three education reforms enacted into 

law so far. The first was the Compulsory Free 

Education Law (1953), followed by the Special 

Education Law (1988) and Amendment 11 to the 

Special Education Law (2018). All three emerged 

from values of equality and social justice. However, 

the latter two, anchored in a distinct discourse on the 

special education population, undercut these 

principles and the IE reasoning. 

According to Reiter (2020), the time has come for 

a fourth educational reform in Israel, one that aligns 

with a humanistic view, focuses on the contribution of 

special education to mainstream and regular education 

and changes the terminology from special education to 

supportive education' (Reiter, 2020). Based on this 

approach, a fourth reform's primary contribution 

should be to do away with the current separation 

between special education and regular education to 

enable the establishment of a unified IR system, in 

which educators address the diverse educational 

classes' map without distinguishing between pupils 

with and without special needs. Emphasis will be 

placed on treating each student individually and 

viewing class diversity as an opportunity rather than a 

problem (UNESCO, 2009). Educational practice will 

focus on catering to each pupil's talents, dispositions, 

and needs, allowing them to make choices that suit 

their abilities rather than their limitations. 

The fourth reform will emphasize accepting 

students as they are rather than molding them to suit 

the framework, resulting in the construction of a new 

framework capable of meeting various needs and 

allowing each child to identify a personal development 

route that will help integration in future life. This is the 

only way education can contribute to creating an 

exemplary society. Globalization has widened cultural 

differences in Western societies. Since its inception, 

Israeli society has been shaped by numerous cultural 

influences, marked by broadening gaps between its 

diverse cultural groups (Blass and Shavit, 2017). 

Applying IE in Israel is of particular importance to 

reduce these gaps. As long as these gaps exist, they 

will impede the development of an education system 

that meets 21st-century expectations. 

5. Conclusions 

Since the Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, IE 

has evolved significantly and is still impacted by the 

changing sociopolitical views prevalent in the Western 

world and Israel today. Although OECD educational 

policymakers regard IE as a prominent goal, and 

numerous studies have demonstrated its academic, 

social, and emotional benefits, Israeli and other 

educational systems have attempted to implement IE 

and provide optimal, tailored responses to pupils' 

diverse needs. The primary cause of these 

implementation issues is a misunderstanding of the 

ideas of integration, inclusion, and IE. 

IE is based on philosophical beliefs and societal 

concepts that differ between countries (Makoelle, 

2014), and it is nevertheless associated with concepts 

of abnormality, deficiency, and weakness, which 

contradicts IE reasoning. Other barriers to IE 

application include tradition, culture, and national 

social and fiscal capacity to meet all pupils' needs. 

Addressing the conceptual misunderstanding of 

the terms integration, inclusion, and inclusive 

education before discussing the steps of IE 

implementation is highly important. The terminology 

must be clarified and modified to ensure uniformity 

and clarity. While the IE concept has clearly defined 

boundaries, referring to a large and diversified 

spectrum in class, it will remain trapped in a paradigm 

of inadequacy, weakness, and exceptionality, 

preventing assimilation. 

To promote social justice and equal opportunity 

values, 21st-century education institutions must stop 

operating on the parallel regular and special education 

routes. Persisting with these two channels causes 

speaking in contradicting voices, inclusive in theory 

but in fact, excluding. Until these two tracks merge 

into a cohesive, inclusive, and heterogeneous path that 

incorporates all students' diverse abilities, skills, 
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interests, cultures, and backgrounds, we will consider 

IE an ideal while encountering implementation issues; 

we will keep discussing IE as the ideal and face 

implementation challenges. Thus, the fourth 

educational reform in Israel is a must for creating a 

consistent, clear, and unified educational language for 

inclusion. Moreover, relevant policy papers presenting 

IE reasoning must be presented, educational needs 

considered, and support for ongoing teacher training 

emphasized to ensure implementation. 

Such a reform will achieve cultural uniqueness, 

variety, and fairness by adhering to a humanistic social 

approach that regards every student as a person, 

respecting human differences, and providing options 

that appeal to a diverse pupil body. Thus, the fourth 

educational reform will prepare school graduates for 

life in the 21st century, and promote their successful 

integration into society. 

This review of the IE concept teaches us that it 

remains a dynamic field of study shaped by global 

insights and localized practices. As we navigate 

through the complexities of its definitions, historical 

development, and societal impacts, the journey 

towards IE continues and will be influenced by 

changes in perceptions and social trends in future 

generations. 
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