Inclusion, Segregation and Grey All Over:
Inclusive education debates reignite across Canada
NATIONAL

“Not only has he been stripped of all his peer connections, but he’s been
stripped of his right to an education.” (Lisa Kahn, parent)
A recent Globe and Mail article has added fuel to the fire over current approaches to
inclusive education where special needs students learn alongside non-special needs students
either for most or all of a typical school day. Centred on the story of one seven-year-old boy
named Grayson who has autism, this recounted experience underlines the increasing
challenges that both parents and educators encounter while seeking to best include children
with complex needs in regular classrooms.

It has moreover raised the question as to whether greater investment in additional educational
assistants and one-on-one supports is where the priority should lie to fully reap the benefits of
inclusive models, whether other models such as congregated schools could best support
students with complex needs, or whether some other gray area needs to be considered.

“A congregated school is a special purpose school, specifically designed
and staffed with willing educators to provide children who have complex
disabilities with a safe place to learn, to develop community and to
thrive.” (Phil Richmond and Hayley Avruskin, Parents, Congregated School
Parent Network)
This was the response by two Toronto-based parents who stated that inclusive education
doesn’t work for students with complex special needs but only for those with moderate
special needs, supporting instead special purpose schools deemed “congregated schools.”
These parents suggest that both inclusion and congregation models should co-exist.

NOVA SCOTIA

“It’s either segregation or inclusion, and we fail to look at the grey area, and
there is a grey area specifically within the autism community.” (Allison Garber,
Board Member, Autism Nova Scotia)
Allison Garber, board member of Autism Nova Scotia, suggests that we can’t say that
inclusion doesn’t work since appropriate investments haven’t actually been tried, and given
that education models continue to guarantee the failure of neurodiverse students and
students with disabilities. Garber has also stated that debates have often been framed by
either segregation or inclusion, and that there is a grey area specifically for students with
autism whereby some students benefit from the social skills they gain being among peers in
inclusive classrooms, coupled with learning breaks and the support of a teaching assistant.
For other learners, she says, they can’t manage at all in the mainstream classroom. In the
former case, Garber suggests that all students benefit from learning to embrace differing
needs and abilities.

BRITISH COLUMBIA

“This is a systemic issue around the province, meeting the needs of all
children as it is a challenging proposition. We face major challenges around
funding levels that make it difficult.” (Jordan Watters, Chair, Greater Victoria
School District)
The Greater Victoria School District announced that it has begun tracking why special
needs students arrive late, leave early or miss school entirely including how frequently such
requests to do so are being made outside of students’ individual education plans. The North
Vancouver School District and the Toronto District School Board have also been reported
to be undertaking similar data collection.

NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR

“Many children and youth in Newfoundland and Labrador are routinely
absent from school without excuse or reason.” (Jacqueline Lake, Child and
Youth Advocate, Office of the Child and Youth Advocate, Newfoundland and
Labrador)
Keeping in line with the related issue of student absenteeism, a new report by
Newfoundland and Labrador’s Office of the Child and Youth Advocate has found that
“chronic absenteeism” – missing 10%, or 18 days, of the school year for unexcused reasons
– is not effectively being addressed within the province. The report calls for responses not
only from schools but also from various government services and interdisciplinary
teams to tackle factors such as learning disabilities, mental health issues, and weak studentteacher relationships, among others.

