BCA Inform: Inclusive Education
On Tuesday, 7th October, BCA Inform was held to discuss inclusive education. The session was presented by BCA Policy Officer, Melanie Chatfield and Matthew Hall, National Manager - Systemic Advocacy and Policy at the Australian Federation of Disability Organizations (AFDO).
Melanie opened the session by highlighting the importance of inclusive education and the barriers faced by students with disabilities. She referred to the ongoing consultation on disability standards for education and introduced Matthew Hall to present AFDO’s position on inclusive education.
[bookmark: _Hlk210911324]Matthew outlined AFDO’s Inclusive Education Policy Position paper, which seeks to reshape Australia’s education systems so that all students with disability can exercise real choice and agency in accessing education. He acknowledged the coexistence of both inclusive and segregated settings but argued that society should strive for education that mirrors the experiences of students without disability. The policy draws on international human rights frameworks and calls for structural reform, removing barriers, applying universal design principles, and ensuring equitable, high-quality education for all learners.
[bookmark: _Hlk210911400]Matthew expanded on the conceptual foundations of inclusive education, urging a move beyond simplistic understandings of inclusion versus segregation. He presented a multidimensional framework addressing physical access, social participation, and psychological belonging, along with 14 core principles grounded in respect, autonomy, and informed decision-making. He distinguished between accessible and inclusive education, stressing that inclusion goes beyond physical access to create equitable and participatory learning environments.
One member recounted her experiences with visiting teachers during high school, citing limited choice, inadequate support, and poor communication. She called for stronger peer support networks and greater rights for students with disability. Matthew acknowledged her concerns and highlighted the importance of informed decision making, teacher training, and combating exclusion in mainstream settings.
Another member raised concern around universities shifting responsibility to schemes such as the NDIS. Matthew responded that while post-secondary policies do not formally enforce segregation, both the Disability Royal Commission and the Australian University Accord have largely overlooked disability inclusion. He emphasised that ongoing cost shifting between agencies leaves students caught in the gaps, reiterating that people with disability need accessible, inclusive services regardless of funding source.
A further discussion focused on language education and gaps in support for learners with disability. Members questioned whether inclusive education policies apply to private language schools. Matthew explained that while private institutions can legally decline enrolments for non-discriminatory reasons, AFDO’s policy promotes a culture of inclusion across all education providers.
[bookmark: _Hlk210911437]The session concluded with a shared recognition that achieving genuine inclusion demands profound cultural and structural change - encompassing professional development, stronger leadership, and shifts in community attitudes. Participants emphasised the urgent need for coordinated national reforms, independent oversight, and accountability measures to drive meaningful progress. While Matthew acknowledged that some bureaucratic steps have been taken, he noted that these have yet to translate into real, lasting improvements in classroom practice, underscoring the importance of continued advocacy and systemic commitment.


