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According to the Welsh Government (2016, p.2), ‘Inclusion is a process through which all pupils access common opportunities in ways relevant to their needs, and which ensures that they fully belong to the school community.’ 
Discuss the barriers that can hinder or prevent children from learning and participating fully in educational environments and examine how these barriers can be overcome, in terms of legislation and policy as well as strategies within the learning environment.
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For all children to participate in education equally and without exclusion, there are barriers which need to be overcome. This essay will discuss the barriers against achieving inclusive education for children with disabilities in learning environments, specifically, within the classroom, referencing legislation and policies that continue to shape the education system to provide equal opportunities for all. Furthermore, the strategies to overcome inclusivity barriers are reviewed to understand if education can be inclusive to all children. 
Inclusive education is a learning environment that does not exclude anyone based on gender, class, language, disability, ethnicity, or any other characteristic (Sarton and Smith, 2018). It is when children with disabilities are meaningfully included in mainstream classrooms for a significant part of the day instead of in separate classrooms (Schuelka, 2018; Choi and McCart, 2021). For inclusive education to be successful, schools must transform to accommodate all students through modification in teacher delivery and the curriculum (Schuelka, 2018; Woodcock and Woolfson, 2019). 
Disability is a physical or mental impairment that has a long-term or substantial effect on an individual’s ability to perform everyday activities (UK Government Equalities Office, 2013). There is a broad spectrum of disabilities from serve to hidden and high-functioning disabilities (Sarton and Smith, 2018). However, the extent to which children with disabilities can participate and function in society is dependent on if there are accommodated and included (UNICEF, no dateb).
According to UNESCO (2023), it is estimated there are between ninety-three million to hundred and fifty million children, globally, living with a disability. Children and young people with either learning, physical, or sensory disabilities are two and a half times more likely never to go to school, compared to children without disabilities (UNESCO, 2023). However, while the absence of inclusive schools is a significant factor in the high figure of absenteeism from education, other factors should be considered. 

There are three main areas where children with disabilities encounter barriers to learning: physical barriers, communication and information barriers, and attitudinal barriers (UNICEF, no dateb). 
One perception and understanding of disabilities is the Medial Model of Disability. The Medical Model of Disability views disability as a fault within the individual (Kafer, 2013). This model of thinking creates barriers to achieving inclusive education as it presents disability negatively as something which should be fixed or cured rather than supported and understood (Kafer, 2013). In education, children who encounter someone with this model of thinking may experience fewer opportunities and lower expectations because the adult is teaching the child without consideration of their alternative learning methods due to their disability. This is an attitudinal barrier which could prevent children with disabilities from participating equally in education, highlighting the social exclusion these students might encounter.
Additionally, the learning environment can influence a child’s ability to access education as due to disabilities, the school might not have appropriate measures to ensure all children can fully participate in learning (World Health Organisation, no date). Children with disabilities are then excluded from participating with peers in education. This year, figures regarding the provision of disability-adapted infrastructure and computer facilities have been significantly lower with about 50% of primary schools with appropriate access to all children (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, no date). This physical barrier to education suggests children with disabilities are unable to access inclusive learning with peers without disabilities. 
The UK government’s expectations of the results and achievements children should achieve are a barrier to inclusive education. Since 1988, both the Conservative and Labour governments have implemented several policy changes to encourage competition and increase ‘standards’ in state education (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006). However, in 1997, when the Labour government was in power, policies on education included an emphasis on inclusion (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006). The agendas for higher standards and inclusive practice are contradictory and do not present a clear approach to what makes an improved school or show unity on how best practice in a learning environment should be achieved (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006). Without the government overcoming this communication and information barrier to inclusive education, schools are unlikely to fully embrace changing their practices to be inclusive. 
In addition, headteachers, or managerial staff, are essential to creating an inclusive school environment and overcoming learning barriers. Without the headteacher relaying how the curriculum or activities should be performed or the values the school should adopt, teachers might not consider inclusivity important within their teaching (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006). This suggests how teachers could negatively impact children’s learning as without clarification on the inclusive measures which should be enforced, teachers will continue without information on how they could better support all children. Also, teachers have expressed apprehension about teaching inclusively and often criticise their professional development (Woodcock and Woolfson, 2019). This informational barrier implies that inclusive education is not widely adopted because of the absence of training or resources for qualifying teachers. 
Furthermore, there is an absence of studies describing how inclusive environments which include all students are modelled in practice (Nilholm, 2021). According to Nilholm (2021), there is a need for research regarding inclusive education because evidence which highlights how inclusive education can be established is valuable in arguing for inclusivity and it demonstrates the changes needed in practices to accommodate all children. Without the knowledge or a clear definition of how to create an inclusive environment in classrooms, educators cannot improve teaching styles or resources (Nilholm, 2021). 
These barriers prevent all children from participating fully in schools and without appropriate measures and policies considered by the government or teachers, inclusive education might not be attainable to all students. 
The legislation and policies which attempt to overcome barriers regarding inclusive learning environments and changing the education system for all students are useful in ensuring all children belong within their school communities. 
Under the Education Act (1993) it states that, unless the parents wish against it, children with additional learning needs should be educated in mainstream schools. The Act specifies for schools, which are not specialist schools, to provide appropriate teaching which adheres to the child’s needs and to allocate effective resources to support the child in the school (Education Act 1993). This highlights how all schools should incorporate inclusivity within their classrooms as, under the law, all children should be educated together.
Furthermore, the Salamanca Statement (1994) was created to restate the commitment to Education for All (1985), which highlighted the urgency of providing education for all aged students with additional learning needs within the mainstream education system (UNESCO, 1994). This statement addressed how educational systems should be designed to accommodate a wide diversity of needs with a child-centred pedagogy (UNESCO, 1994). The Salamanca Statement (1994) called upon governments to allocate substantial funding to improve their education systems to be inclusive to all children and emphasised the importance of early intervention strategies for children with disabilities (UNESCO, 1994). Moreover, teacher education programmes should include learning on additional learning needs and creating an inclusive classroom environment, (UNESCO, 1994), which would address teachers being barriers to inclusive education.
In addition to the Salamanca Statement (1994), the Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (1994) was designed to guide and inform action by governments, international organisations, and other figures to implement the Salamanca Statement principles (UNESCO, 1994). This framework states schools must successfully educate all children with various styles and rates of learning while educational policies should recognise individual differences in each child, specifically those with disabilities (UNESCO, 1994). For example, the different forms of communication which children with disabilities use, such as sign language and Braille (UNESCO, 1994). By ensuring children can communicate using their chosen language, they are likely to participate more frequently with peers and within the classroom. 
The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2008) (CRPD) defines disabilities as a long-term physical, intellectual, mental, or sensory impairment which hinders an individual’s equal participation in society compared to individuals without disabilities (UNICEF, no dateb). Within the CRPD, four main articles should be adhered to when suggesting how to create an inclusive school environment for all children.
Article nine states accessibility barriers should be identified, and measures should be made to ensure the elimination of these obstacles (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2008). This can include ensuring indoor and outdoor facilities in the learning environment are suitable for all children. Article twenty-four, Education, ensures appropriate measures, for example, alternative formats of communication, including Braille and sign language, are accessible to students and qualified teachers are available to support and meet the needs of children who communicate alternatively (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2008), which compares with the Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (1994). 
Furthermore, article thirty, discusses how children with disabilities should participate in leisure and sports activities on an equal basis with peers (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2008). Therefore, teachers should encourage and promote children with disabilities in participating in mainstream and disability-specific sporting activities at all levels (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2008). As stated in article seven, the CRPD considers the child’s best interest as the primary consideration when creating an inclusive and equal learning environment (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2008), highlighting to overcome barriers in the classroom, teachers and support staff should encourage children to voice their opinions on inclusivity in education.
An international agreement integral to ensuring inclusive practice for all children is The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), enforced in the UK in 1992 (Department for Education, 2010). While all fifty-four articles are essential in addressing children’s rights, five articles can be considered relevant in creating an inclusive learning environment for all children. Article twenty-eight, right to education, and twenty-nine, goals of education, state every child should receive education and this education must develop every child’s ability, talents, and personality while respecting their culture and environment (UNICEF, no datea). Additionality, article twenty-three expresses how children with disabilities have the right to be active in their community and live a decent life with dignity, which relates to article fifteen, where every child has the right to join organisations and interact with other children (UNICEF, no datea). Article forty-two, knowledge of rights, is when the government must ensure all children, and adults, have knowledge about the UNCRC and all it entails for children (UNICEF, no datea). If schools adhered to the articles within the UNCRC and promoted children’s rights, it might improve the inclusivity in the school as all children would be aware of their rights and how to treat their peers with respect.
Another legislation which is important for inclusive education is the Equality Act (2010). Within the Equality Act (2010) is a focus disability, as it is a protected characteristic. This Act protects children with disabilities against any form of discrimination they could encounter, whether in education or throughout life (UK Government Equalities Office, 2013). Also, it states the expectations for all schools to make reasonable adjustments for children with disabilities, for example, removing physical barriers to improved access (UK Government Equalities Office, 2013).
Currently, in 2015, the United Nations created the Sustainable Development Goals which are to be achieved by 2030. Goal four is to ensure quality education and inclusive learning opportunities for everyone (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, no date). This highlights the ongoing importance of education which is inclusive to all children regardless of their disability.
Nevertheless, there are criticisms of the UNCRC, including how the definition of the ‘best interest’ of the child is constructed by adults rather than children’s agency and ideas (Jones and Walker, 2011). This highlights how even though the UNCRC was created to ensure children’s rights are upheld, the terminology in the articles is open to interpretation by adults. Additionally, the UNCRC is not enforceable compared to national laws and legislations, and if children do not know the rights they are entitled to, adults might not adhere to the Convention (Jones and Walker, 2011). 
Therefore, there are problems with the legislation and policies regarding creating inclusive learning environments for all children and further research and consideration should be given to understanding how these documents can be successfully implemented throughout education.
There is no one strategy which will overcome the barriers to achieving inclusive education for all children, but schools and governments can adopt various approaches to ensure inclusivity is an ethos which each classroom implements and attempts to achieve (Lumby and Coleman, 2016). In an inclusive education system, the curriculum is taught and adapted to accommodate students’ unique learning styles, class sizes are smaller for quality education, every student, with or without disabilities, receives additional support, and children with disabilities and their families are listened to (Inclusion International, no date). 
In contrast to the Medical Model of Disability, the Social Model states that disabilities are not the problem, instead society is because it has created disabling environments (Kafer, 2013). The model believes that by changing society and ending discrimination against people with disabilities in universal design and education, it can begin to adjust how people think about disabilities (Kafer, 2013). The Social Model of Disability supports the guidance in the Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (1994) with its emphasis on the school’s accessibility to all children regardless of their disabilities (UNESCO, 1994). By becoming an inclusive school, students without disabilities benefit from learning how to support and work with students with disabilities, accepting others’ abilities, personalities, and needs, and from teachers who understand the student’s unique learning styles (Inclusion International, no date). 
According to Atanga et al. (2020), assistive technology can be used in the classroom to support students with disabilities in fully participating with peers and in their education. Assistive technology is used for communication, hearing, and vision disabilities or impairments as students can engage in independent academic activities or work collaboratively without needing the assistance of the teacher (Atanga et al., 2020). 
Examples of assistive technology include audiobooks, screen readers, reading pens, tablets or other such devices which enable learning (Atanga et al., 2020). Students can use these devices to find word meanings, research topics, or have highlighted text read orally (Atanga et al., 2020). Nevertheless, while this is a viable strategy which has been implemented in schools, without positive teacher perceptions of assistive technology or training in the devices this strategy will not improve inclusivity in classrooms (Atanga et al., 2020).
According to Choi and McCart (2021), improving inclusive education starts with leadership and head teachers creating a learning environment that communicates with school community members and focuses on changing school-wide systems and practices to improve learning for all students. As previously stated, without the headteacher actively engaging staff on inclusive values and practices, the learning environment could be absent of consistent inclusivity for all children. The principles the headteacher values determine how they encourage teachers to rethink their practices to ensure all children in the classroom are supported and included equally (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006).
The Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (1994) suggests strategies to improve the inclusivity of schools and the education system. The framework addressed how when training teachers’ special emphasis should be placed on teaching inclusively and adapting their teaching and the curriculum to meet student’s needs (UNESCO, 1994). Additionally, mainstream teachers must be provided with resources and support services to consider how they can teach children with disabilities in education equally. Nevertheless, as stated previously by Woodcock and Woolfson (2019), teachers do not feel qualified to teach inclusively, which suggests significant improvements are currently needed to ensure all children are receiving inclusive education from appropriately qualified teachers.
For schools to continuously strive for an inclusive learning environment, children should be aware of their right to an education which is accessible to all. Adopting a rights-based approach to education means schools uphold the human rights principles of empowerment, non-discrimination, equality, participation, and accountability (Inter-agency Network for Education in Emergencies, no date). To achieve this, schools can present children with various formats of information regarding how children’s rights can be applied within education or throughout their life (Jones and Walker, 2011). For example, for young people, Know Your Rights and Claim Them (2021) supports children’s understanding of why rights matter, how to raise awareness of rights in education and tools for applying your rights in real-world situations (Amnesty International UK, 2023). Furthermore, for children, UNICEF published ‘We’ve All Got Rights’ (2013), an animated song about children's rights that is accessible and engaging for children to learn from (UNICEF UK, 2013).
In his report, Schuelka (2018) suggested strategies to promote inclusive education in the learning environment. One strategy was to strengthen Education Management Information Systems (EMIS), as recent and detailed information on students and the school can support understanding of where inclusivity is absent and if all children are being fully included (Schuelka, 2018). Another suggestion was a flexible curriculum with alternative forms of assessments (Schuelka, 2018), as this would allow those students with disabilities to show their academic intelligence in a format which best highlights their abilities. This strategy relates to article seven of the CRPD and article three of the UNCRC as the child’s best interest is respected and considered.
Nossebro School, in Sweden, is an example of a school which transformed into an inclusive learning environment (Nilholm, 2021). The school implemented strategies, for example, structure and clarity in teaching, co-teaching core subjects, high expectations, and extra support provided in the classroom, to improve all students’ experience with education (Nilholm, 2021). These strategies could be applied to schools within the UK to examine whether inclusivity improves, or if other additional resources and/or training are needed. Nevertheless, it is difficult to analyse how different factors correlated to create the change to an inclusive school because of the numerous strategies implemented (Nilholm, 2013). Therefore, additional studies should be conducted to evaluate how a school can effectively transform into an inclusive learning environment.
These strategies for overcoming the barriers which prevent children from fully engaging in education are likely to improve inclusive learning within a school, but without a whole-school approach or a change in the educational system, these strategies will not be effective. Inclusivity in education is unlikely to be overcome by implementing minimal strategies, this change requires all stakeholders involved in education to prioritise adapting education to individual learners.
In conclusion, inclusive education can be achieved with adjustments to principles and a focus on inclusivity for all children in the school. Inclusive education is about continuous engagement with overcoming barriers at all levels, both inside and outside the school (Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson, 2006).
Legislations and policies should enlighten the government and teachers on how best practice for inclusive education is achieved while encouraging all stakeholders, in the school community, to actively continue to discover areas of improvement to accommodate all children. To achieve an inclusive learning environment, the whole education system needs to be transformed and modified to include resources which will advance inclusive learning and a flexible curriculum that considers all learning styles, so all children can achieve their full potential (Hunt, 2020). One definition must be created to ensure all stakeholders involved in education, including the government, parents, and teachers, understand how inclusive education for all children is attained.
Overall, inclusive education is important in the classroom for all children to be accepted and participate in various activities, so they are not excluded from any opportunities because adjustments could not be made. All classrooms should uphold an inclusivity ethos and support all students to belong within their school community regardless of their disabilities.
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