


The background and history of
Inclusive Education 
in Scotland… 

or Scotland’s legacy of exclusive 
and inequitable education 



Who are schools for in Scottish education? 

“The rich and potent may not be permitted to suffer their children to 
spend their youth in vain idleness, as heretofore they have done. But 
they must be exhorted, and by the censure of the church compelled, to 
dedicate their sons, by good exercise, to the profit of the church and 
to the commonwealth; and that they must do of their own expenses, 
because they are able.  

The children of the poor must be supported and sustained on the charge 
of the church, till trial is taken whether the spirit of docility is found 
in them or not. If they are found apt to letters and learning, then may 
they (we mean neither the sons of the rich, nor yet the sons of the poor) 
not be permitted to reject learning; but must be charged to continue 
their study, so that the commonwealth may have some comfort 
by them.” (Knox 1560)



Robert Owen - education as a 
common right of all children 

• “Education was to be suited to the growth and
development of the child’s mind and body. From two to six
years the child would attend the nursery school; this would
be followed by elementary education from six to twelve
years, and adult education thereafter. Owen believed that all
were capable of learning and he failed to recognize or
appreciate any intellectual differences. In all, therefore, Owen
brought a new dimension of humanitarian concern to the
growth and development of the individual.”

• Margery Browning (1971) Owen as an Educator



1945 -1974 

There were 3 categories of handicap and segregated provision 

Categories Provision 

educable special school or class

ineducable but trainable occupational centre

ineducable and untrainable mental deficiency hospitals 









“Traditionally, the Scottish education 
system has prided itself on 
promoting equality of educational 
opportunity and inclusion in its 
broadest sense.”

“Increasingly, however, a broader definition of ‘inclusive education’ is 
gaining currency in Scotland and beyond. This broader definition 
relates not only to pupils who have particular needs, but also to the 
entitlement of all pupils to receive a high quality experience from the 
education system.” 
Count Us In (2002)







“In Scotland, who you 
are is far more important 
than what school you 
attend.”

p59, OECD Report 2007
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Numbers 

Numbers of children and young people in special schools in Scotland in 21st century



Percentage of pupils with SEN in segregated settings

Up to 1.0% 1.01 %- 2.0% 2.01%- 4.0% 4.01% and above
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“Adopt and implement a coherent strategy financed with 
concrete timelines and measurable goals, on increasing and 
improving inclusive education” 

“Develop a comprehensive and coordinated legislative and 
policy framework for inclusive education”

“Set up initiatives raising awareness about and support to 
inclusive education among parents of children with 
disabilities”

UNCRPD 2017



“ ... the Report asks whether it really is necessary to 
seek justifications for inclusive education to be 
pursued. It notes that debating the benefits of 
inclusive education can be seen as tantamount to 
debating the benefits of the abolition of slavery, or 
indeed of apartheid”

“Discrimination, stereotypes and alienation do exclude many. 
These mechanisms of exclusion are essentially the same, regardless of 
gender, location, wealth, disability, ethnicity, language, migration, 
displacement, sexual orientation, incarceration, religion, and other beliefs and 
attitudes”



An Agenda for change

Monitor full incorporation of UNCRPD into Scots law by MSPs, Government.

Ensure Scotland acts on UNCRPD concerns and recommendations for Education

Secure NGOS such as EHRC, SHRC, Inclusion Scotland and ENABLE to commit to Article 24 
and UN human rights laws and guidance

Repeal Section 15 (presumption of mainstreaming)  of 2000 Act with a right to inclusive 
education for all based on UNCRPD advice 

Seek to establish a Cross Party Group in Scottish Parliament for inclusive education 

Seek collaboration with young Ambassadors for Inclusion

Join with A24Scotland  to make Scotland a more inclusive nation
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