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Abstract

Over the past decades significant changes have occurred throughout all aspects of the field of Special Education in Spain. One of 
these changes is related to appropriate and effective instruction for students with disabilities and diverse educational needs in inclusive 
classroom placements. All of these change efforts have created the need to redefine the roles of regular and special teachers, as well as 
the services provided for students who may have special educational needs (SEN). This article uses national based data to investigate 
current trends regarding the inclusion of students with SEN in Spain. The data were examined in order to determine if there were 
significant variations regarding (a) the number of students with disabilities served in regular classrooms after the publication of PL 
13/1982, Act on Social Integration of People with Disabilities, and (b) changes to the distribution of students with SEN by disability 
category and educational placement. The identified trends are discussed in the context of current legislation on inclusive schooling and 
special education.

Special Education in Spain has a long thriving history. 
Initial initiatives can be traced back to the sixteenth century and 
were intended for children with sensory disabilities. Documents 
dating back to the 1500s report of physicians in Europe who 
worked with people who were deaf. The Spanish monk Pedro 
Ponce de León (1520-1584) is credited with being the first 
teacher of deaf students (Aguado-Díaz, 1995). He invented an 
oral method to teach his hearing impaired pupils to read, write, 
and speak, and by 1785 the first school for the education of 
the deaf-mutes was established in Spain. During the nineteenth 
century, schools and institutions of a purely charitable and aid-
providing nature were set up for the education of people who 
were deaf or blind and for the care of those with mental illness. 
The segregation of people with disabilities in institutions 
providing fundamental aid and medical care went on well 
into the twentieth century, and the focus on rehabilitation and 
education was only slowly introduced. Professionals and the 
public shifted from a belief that people with disabilities should 
be shunned to the position that they should be protected, cared 
for, and instructed. After the civil war in 1939, the development 
of special education was left in private hands, which fostered the 
setting up of special education institutions (Palmero, 1996).

The questionable results obtained by segregated institutions, 
international normalization trends, as well as a growing social 
awareness at the end of World War II all led to a change in the 
educational treatment received by persons with disabilities. The 
change was embodied in PL 14/1970 [Act on Education and 
Funding for Educational Reform (LGE), 1970], which for the 
first time organized and formulated special education in Spain 
and stated as its goal training through appropriate educational 
treatment of all children and youth who may have special 
educational needs to support their integration into as full a social 

life as possible. Special education was to be provided in special 
education schools, while at the same time the establishment 
of special educational units in ordinary schools was fostered 
whenever possible for those who had only mild disabilities. 

After the death of General Francisco Franco in the late 
1970s, Spain undertook a period of major reconstruction. 
Among other important political and socio-economic changes, 
new educational policies aimed to transform an educational 
system that until then had been selective and dual with its 
corresponding general and special institutions, curricula and 
legislation (Parrilla, 2007). The transformation goal was one 
integrative comprehensive educational system. The 1978 
Spanish Constitution guaranteed all citizens’ the right to 
education and urged public authorities to implement a policy 
of planning, treatment, rehabilitation and integration of people 
with physical, developmental, and cognitive disabilities in 
all social areas and, therefore, in education. The same year, 
the National Institute for Special Education drew up the 
National Plan on Special Education based on the principles of 
normalization, educational integration, and individualization, 
all of them formulated for the first time. The eighties and the 
nineties, however, witnessed a flurry of legislative activity that 
aided growth to special education in inclusive settings and to the 
transformation of a system incapable of satisfying the individual 
needs of all students (Parrilla, 2007). Progressively, many 
parents of children with disabilities and professionals agree 
that most students with disabilities should receive a substantial 
proportion of their education in general education classrooms 
alongside their nondisabled peers. And their education must 
be accompanied by an array of special services, supports, and 
curricular options that will meet their individual needs.
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Significant Laws

Three significant pieces of legislation dramatically 
affected the educational opportunities of children and youth 
with disabilities. All these regulations served as guidelines 
for the move from segregated educational placements to 
inclusive educational placements in a particular and significant 
way they include: (a) PL 13/1982, Act on Social Integration 
of People with Disabilities [Ley de Integración Social de las 
Personas con Discapacidad (LISMI)]; (b) PL 1/1990, Act on 
General Organization of Educational System [Ley General 
de Ordenación del Sistema Educativo (LOGSE)]; and (c) PL 
10/2002, Act on Educational Quality [Ley Orgánica de Calidad 
de la Educación (LOCE)].

Act on Social Integration of People with Disabilities

LISMI (1982) was viewed as a “Bill of Rights” for 
children with disabilities and their families. As PL 94-142 in 
the United States, PL 13/1982 may rightfully be thought of as 
the legislative heart of special education. Before this law was 
enacted, students with disabilities were traditionally segregated 
from mainstreaming and provided special education services in 
special education schools or in self-contained special education 
classrooms. Inspired by the Spanish Constitution of 1978 (art. 
27) as well as in the current World Declarations of Children 
Rights to Education, the purpose of this law was to assure that 
all students who might have special educational needs had 
available to them a free appropriate public education based 
on the principles of normalization, and integration in the least 
restrictive environment.

Act on General Organization of Educational System

In October 1990, Congress passed PL 1/1990, one of the 
most comprehensive pieces of legislation affecting children and 
the young with disabilities and their families. LOGSE (1990) 
marks the end of special education as a parallel educational 
system and introduces the concept of “special educational needs” 
through the influence of the Warnock report (Warnock, 1978). 
Under this law special education becomes a part of general 
education in a merging and unified educational system. Special 
education is no longer conceived as education for a different 
kind of students being defined as a process of adaptation to 
diverse individual educational needs. Its mission is to extend the 
core objectives of education to all students through adaptation 
and differentiation. As part of his/her individualized educational 
plan (IEP), any student with disabilities or who is gifted must 
have an individual transition plan (ITP). Another indication of 
the changes taking place in the 1990s is the incorporation of the 
term “inclusion.” Full inclusion represents the latest trend in 
meeting the requirement of providing an education for all in the 
least restrictive environment.

Act on Educational Quality

LOCE (2002) is probably the most significant civil rights 
legislation affecting individuals who have disabilities. The 
LOCE goes far beyond traditional thinking of who is disabled 
and embraces any individual who may experience disadvantage 
at school for any reason. This law defines special education as a 
process of school adaptation to individual and group differences 
(e.g., culture, language, ability, gender, social class) to make 
possible the principle of equal opportunities for all. From 
this view, difference is recognized as a natural variation with 
participation a key to achieve full inclusion. 

The three laws were fundamental landmarks in the search 
for educational solutions and improvements for students 
labelled as “special education” pupils. They developed under the 
influence of major international seminars and workshops hosted 
by the United Nations, particularly under the United Nations 
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO) 
activities (e.g., the World’s Declaration on Education for All in 
Jomtiem, Thailand, 1990, focused on integration initiatives and 
equity issues for all, and the Salamanca Statement on Principles, 
Policy and Practice in Special Needs Education, Salamanca, 
Spain (UNESCO, 1994), which assumes that everyone has 
the right to be educated in mainstream classrooms that need to 
be restructured and adapted to meet the individual and group 
educational needs of all students. The Salamanca Statament 
also asserts that educational systems that take into account the 
wide diversity of children characteristics and needs are the most 
effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, creating 
welcoming communities, building an inclusive society and 
achieving education for all (UNESCO, 1994, para. 2). Because 
of the high level of global participation (92 governments and 
25 international organizations), the Salamanca Framework for 
Action provides perhaps the best cross-cultural definition of 
inclusive education.

The fundamental principle of the inclusive school is that all children 
should learn together, wherever possible, regardless of any difficulties or 
differences they may have. Inclusive schools must recognize and respond 
to the diverse needs of their students, accommodating both different 
styles and rates of learning and ensuring quality education to all through 
appropriate curricula, organizational arrangements, teaching strategies, 
resource use and partnerships with their communities. There should be 
a continuum of support and services to match the continuum of special 
needs encountered in every school. (UNESCO, 1994, para. 7)     

More recently, coinciding with the European Year of People 
with Disabilities, on the 2nd of December 2003 the Act on Equal 
Opportunities, Non-Discrimination and Universal Accessibility 
for People with Disabilities [Ley 51/2003 de Igualdad de 
Oportunidades, no-Discriminación  y Accesibilidad Universal 
de las Personas con Discapacidad (LIO), 2003] was passed. 
This Act complements PL 13/1982 (LISMI, 1982) and PL 
1/1990 (LOGSE, 1990). Thanks to all this enactment, the future 
of the students with disabilities is definitely bright and more 
secure than before. Now many schools in Spain are looking 
at ways to enhance inclusive practices and ensure all students 
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have a meaningful education. For children with disabilities and 
those experiencing difficulties in learning, this means inclusion 
in mainstream schools and classrooms alongside their non-
disabled peers. 

Having presented a background in terms of the historical and 
social precedents embedded in the Spanish current educational 
system, the next section presents patterns and trends in inclusive 
practice. We seek to respond to the question highlighted in the 
title of this article: Do current trends in special education in Spain 
reflect legislative mandates towards inclusion? The purpose is 
to identify specific trends in general and special education over 
the past 20 years and analyze how the characteristics of regular 
and special education have evolved over this period of time. 
These data will offer an excellent opportunity for determining 
whether the identified characteristics are aligning with state 
legislation regarding students with disabilities. 

Methodology

Two sources of information were used to obtain the data for 
this study: (a) state data bases from the Ministry of Education 
and Science (Madrid), and (b) regional data bases from the 
Departments of Education of the 17 Autonomous Communities 
plus Ceuta and Melilla. The Autonomous Community 
(Comunidad Autónoma in Spanish) is the first-level political and 
territorial division of Spain. Spain is divided into 17 autonomous 
communities and two autonomous cities (Ceuta and Melilla). 
These regional governments are responsible for education, 
health, social services, culture, urban and rural development, 
etc. The data have been obtained from 1990 to 2007 looking 
at the reports “Las cifras de la educación en España” (The 
Figures for Education in Spain) published every year by the 
Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación 
y Ciencia (MEC), 2007] as well as at Eurydice (2007) “Bases 
de datos sobre sistemas educativos de Europa” (Databases on 
Education Systems in Europe). Because figures tend to vary 
from community to community and frequently are hindered by 
several issues (e.g., the accurate identification and assessment 
of children and youths with special needs, the changing rules 
and regulations affecting special education, and the time-bound 
nature of some disabilities), it is recommended that the figures be 
interpreted cautiously. These data were analyzed to determine if 
there were specific trends towards the inclusion of students with 
disabilities based on (a) the number of students identified as 
having special educational needs receiving special education in 
inclusive settings, and (b) the distribution of students with SEN 
by disability placed in integrated versus segregated educational 
settings.

Results

Estimates of Special Education Students 
in Inclusive Classrooms in Spain

Figure 1 presents estimates of the number of students 
identified as having special educational needs (ages 3 to 16) 
receiving special education in both the public and the private 
school sectors of the nation as a whole during the period 1990-
1991 to 1999-2000 school years (ten years after the publication 
of PL 1/1990). As can be seen, just over twenty-seven thousand 
(27,321) Spanish students were receiving special education in 
special schools or self-contained classrooms during the 1999-
2000 school year compared to the 42,329 special education 
students served in separate schools/self-contained classrooms 
ten years before. Therefore, the results reveal the general 
expectation that segregation of students with disabilities would 
decrease after the implementation of PL 13/1982. Specifically, 
the data indicate that the decrease in the number of students 
enrolled in special education schools since the inception of 
PL 13/1982 (LISMI, 1982) has been phenomenal (42,329 
versus 27,321). This remarkable decrease portrayed in Figure 
1 reflects a clear tendency towards the integration of students 
with disabilities into more inclusive settings. 

The longitudinal national data displayed in Table 1 between 
the 2001-2002 and 2005-2006 school years also indicate that 
the percentage of students with SEN attending separate special 
schools was almost uniform across this period of time (0.4 vs. 
0.5 vs. 0.5 percent of total school population). However, the 
decrease from 2.1 percent in 2001-2002 to 1.7 percent in 2005-
2006 of students with SEN included in regular classrooms while 
maintaining the same proportion of students with disabilities in 
special schools suggest that the number of students identified as 
having special needs during this period dipped. 

 

 

   Figure 1. Number of students (ages 3-16) receiving special education in special  
   education schools and in self-contained classrooms: 1990-1991 vs. 1999-2000.  
 

Cardona_figure1.pdf   5/4/09   1:56:28 PM
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Therefore, in the school year 2005-2006 there were 
an average of 2.2 percent of students identified as having 
special needs. Of these 2.2 percent, five students with special 
educational needs were enrolled in separate schools/self-
contained classrooms, while 17 SEN students attended regular 
classrooms. The greater proportion of mainstreamed students 
(see Table 1) can be found in elementary school (average 
percentage across the years of 53.4) followed by secondary 
school (30.2 percent), and kindergarten (11.3 percent). High 
school is the level with the lowest rates of inclusion. Public 
schools serve 73 percent of the students with special needs and 
have the highest proportion of mainstreamed students (8 of 10 
students with SEN). Consequently, the regular classroom is the 
placement for almost 80 percent of students with special needs 
(see Table 2).

In addition, Table 3 shows that there is a consistent gender 
imbalance in the identification of students with special needs. 
An approximate 3:2 ratio of males to females appear across all 
the Autonomous Communities reflecting a systematic difference 
in the extent to which males and females are perceived to have 
special educational needs.

 

Distribution of SEN students by disability 
and educational placement

Learning disabilities as they are defined in the United 
States and other countries do not exist as a legal category in 
the area of special education in Spain. Diagnostic categories 
are conceptualized in a much broader sense, which ranges from 
“permanent” special educational needs due to deaf/blindness, 
motor, or intellectual/cognitive impairments to the so called 
“transitory” or less severe special educational needs. However, in 
order to estimate prevalence, the government uses six categories 
of disability (hearing impairments, visual impairments, motor 
impairments, intellectual and cognitive impairments, autism 
and other personality disorders, and multiple disabilities). The 

Table 1

Percentage of Students (Ages 3-21) Enrolled in Special 
Education Programs: A Comparison across 2001-02, 2003-04, 
and 2005-06
  2001-02 2003-04 2005-06
Total percentage of  2.5 2.4 2.2
students with SEN 
(compared to total 
school population)
    Separate special school 0.4 0.5 0.5
    Regular school 2.1 1.9 1.7

School level   
    Kindergarten 9.8 12.5 13.6
    Elementary 54.1 52.2 49.6
    Secondary 31.2 30.4 31.1
    High school  0.6 0.5 0.7
    Transition programs 4.3 4.4 5.0

Source: Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación y 
Ciencia (MEC), 2008]. Estadística de las enseñanzas no universitarias. 
Informes 2001-02 a 2007-08. Madrid: Oficina de Estadística. 

Table 2

Percentage of Students with SEN Served by Educational 
Setting: A Comparison across 2001-02, 2003-04, and 2005-06
  2001-02 2003-04 2005-06
Special school/ 19 19 21
Self-contained class 
Regular classroom/ 81 81 79
Resource room 
Total 100 100 100

Source: Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación y 
Ciencia (MEC), 2008]. Estadística de las enseñanzas no universitarias. 
Informes 2001-02 a 2007-08. Madrid: Oficina de Estadística.

 

Table 3

Percentage of Students with SEN of Total School Population by 
Gender and Autonomous Community (School year 2005-06)
  Total (%) Boys (%) Girls (%)

Total Andalucía 2.3 2.8 1.8
Aragón 2.1 2.5 1.7
Asturias 2.3 2.8 1.8
Baleares 3.5 4.2 2.7
Canarias 1.2 1.4 1.0
Cantabria 4.1 5.0 3.2
Castilla y León 2.2 2.4 1.9
Castilla-La Mancha 3.0 3.5 2.4
Cataluña 1.6 2.0 1.2
Valencia 2.3 2.9 1.7
Extremadura 3.1 3.8 2.4
Galicia 1.6 1.9 1.3
Madrid  2.1 2.6 1.7
Murcia 3.5 4.2 2.7
Navarra 3.0 3.9 2.1
País Vasco 1.9 2.4 1.4
Rioja (La) 2.3 2.7 1.8
Ceuta 4.0 4.6 3.3
Melilla 3.2 3.7 2.6
TOTAL 2.2 2.7 1.7

Source: Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación y 
Ciencia (MEC), 2008]. Estadística de las enseñanzas no universitarias. 
Informes 2001-02 a 2007-08. Madrid: Oficina de Estadística.
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number of students in each of the six most frequent disability 
categories recognized by the Spanish government is recorded 
in Table 4. Special education needs derived from intellectual 
and other cognitive disabilities account for more than half of 
all students with SEN (average of 61 percent), while students 
with visual impairments represent the smallest category of 
exceptionality (2.3 percent in average). While the growth of 
integrated special education over the past two decades has 
been noteworthy, some areas of disability have grown faster 
than others. For instance, the population of students identified 
as autistic and/or with personality disorders (emotional and/
or behavioural) has grown dramatically (the percentage of this 
category rose from 12.5 percent in 2001-2002 to 18.3 percent in 
2005-2006. On the contrary, others (e.g., multiple disabilities) 
have decreased across this period of time. Table 4 depicts the 
distribution for other selected categories of exceptionality at 
state level. 

Table 5 compares percentages of students with SEN who 
received their education in integrated versus segregated school 
settings from the 2001-2002 school year through the 2005-2006 
school year by disability. These data reveal much information. 
First, most SEN students receive their education primarily 
in general education settings, with some support. Almost 80 
percent of students with SEN (78.5 percent in average) receive 
their education in either the general education classroom or in 
a combination of general education and resource room classes 
with non-disabled peers. Second, placement rates are changing 
with resource rooms becoming a less common placement option 
(e.g., for personality disorders), while the use of self-contained 
classes for students with some disabilities is increasing (e.g., for 
multiple disabilities and severe intellectual retardation).

When the distribution of students with SEN in inclusive 
classrooms is analyzed at a community level more precise 
information can be obtained (see Table 6). The rates at which 
Autonomous Communities use each type of placement for 
students with disabilities vary tremendously. For example, 
Catalonia’s rate of inclusive placements (55.2 percent) is 
almost half that of the Balearic Island’s rate (89.7 percent). 
Placement rates also vary wildly by disability. For instance, in 
the Valencian Community and in La Rioja 100 percent of all 
students with visual, hearing and motor impairments receive 
their education in general education classrooms, while in 
Aragón only 65.2 percent of hearing impaired students and 
70.3 percent of students with motor problems in Catalonia do. 
The results shown in Tables 5 and 6 indicate that the special 
education groups more easily included are the students with 
hearing and visual impairments and the most difficult to be 
included the students with multiple disabilities and personality 
disorders.

Table 4

Percentage of Students with SEN by Category of Disability: A 
comparison across 2001-02, 2003-04, and 2005-06
 Disability 2001-02 2003-04 2005-06

Hearing impairments 4.7 6.1 5.6
Visual impairments 2.8 2.0 2.0
Motor and other  7.2 7.6 8.3
physical impairments
Intellectual and other  63.8 61.0 58.1
cognitive impairments 
Autism and other  12.5 13.6 18.3
personality disorders
Multiple disabilities 9.0 9.7 7.7
TOTAL 100 100 100

Source: Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación y 
Ciencia (MEC), 2008]. Estadística de las enseñanzas no universitarias. 
Informe 2001-02 a 2007-08. Madrid: Oficina de Estadística.

Table 5

Percentage of Students with SEN by Disability and Educational Setting: A Comparison across 2001-02, 2003-04, and 2005-06
 2001-02 2003-04 2005-06
Disability  RC1 SS2 RC1 SS2 RC1 SS2

Hearing impairments 86.4 13.6 90.1 9.9 90.7 9.3
Visual impairments 92.1 7.9 88.8 11.2 93.5 6.5
Motor and other physical impairments 85.0 15.0 84.1 15.9 85.4 14.6
Intellectual and other cognitive impairments 85.4 14.6 83.7 16.3 82.4 17.6
Autism and other personality disorders  71.8 28.2 72.3 27.7 77.6 22.4
Multiple disabilities 47.8 52.2 51.8 48.2 43.3 56.7
TOTAL 78.1 21.9 78.5 21.5 78.8 21.2
1RC = Regular classroom/Resource room  2SS = Special School/Self-Contained Classroom
Source: Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia (MEC), 2008]. Estadística de las enseñanzas no universitarias. Informes 2001-02 
a 2007-08. Madrid: Oficina de Estadística.
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Discussion

 Inclusion has emerged as one of the most controversial and 
complex subjects in the field of special education around the 
world. In Spain, full inclusion has been understood as the belief 
that all children with special education needs should be taught 
exclusively (with appropriate supports) in general education 
classrooms at neighbourhood schools within the same school 
and age/grade appropriate classrooms they would attend if they 
were not disabled. But successful implementation of inclusion 
policies requires new thinking, and renovated practices in 
schools that not all teachers develop.

Special education in Spain as reflected the data here 
presented has been moving forward from segregation to 
integration. The trends found in the last two decades indicate 
changes in state mandates, changes in attitudes in schools, and 
changes in society in general. First, the number of students 
enrolled in special education schools have dropped considerably 
after the publication of PL 13/1982 and especially during the 
1990s. In addition, the percentages of special education teachers 
in Spain’s regular schools have increased while the assignment 

of teachers to resource rooms has decreased (Cardona, 2006; 
García-Pastor, 1998; Moriña-Díez, 2002). Therefore, the 
delivery of services to students with special needs may be more 
inclusive than before as higher percentages of students receive 
services in regular classrooms than in any other situation, and 
collaborative teaching is increasingly being viewed as highly 
recommended. Nevertheless, in practice teachers are not always 
responding favourably to the need to collaborate with other 
school staff which may indicate the limited training they have 
received in collaboration as well as the additional time needed 
for effective collaboration (Rao, Soffer, Cardona, & De la Peña, 
2008). 

Although the service-delivery options for students with 
special educational needs reflect the legislative changes toward 
more inclusive environments, the data clearly show that schools 
are still using separate settings for some groups of special 
education students. Students with autism and other personality 
disorders, as well as students with multiple disabilities are the 
two groups of students with SEN with lower rates of inclusion 
in regular classroom placements. These data are inconsistent 
with the aim of the law and demand greater attention. 

Table 6

Percentage of Students with SEN in Inclusive Classrooms by Disability and Autonomous Community (School year 2005-06)
 Total (%) Hearing  Visual  Motor I & C Autism and Multiple
  Impairments Impairments Impairments Impair. OD Disabilities  

Andalucía 83.1 81.1 85.4 71.1 85.9 81.7 NA
Aragón 77.2 65.2 96.9 99.1 88.4 39.0 35.6
Asturias 80.3 100.0 96.7 97.2 84.0 75.4 38.1
Baleares 89.7 94.7 100.0 100.0 95.7 71.7 56.7
Canarias 63.8 94.4 82.9 86.8 67.5 59.3 18.9
Cantabria 89.3 100.0 100.0 96.7 94.0 81.9 68.6
Castilla y León 82.6 96.8 99.1 99.4 88.9 76.4 36.6
Castilla-La Mancha 86.8 97.9 100.0 94.5 92.1 79.3 46.8
Cataluña 55.2 86.2 92.7 70.3 54.2 49.3 NA
Valencia 79.4 100.0 100.0 100.0 82.4 83.7 0.5
Extremadura 87.1 99.3 98.3 100.0 91.5 65.7 60.4
Galicia 78.0 80.9 92.0 100.0 70.5 93.4 60.3
Madrid  77.2 87.8 98.3 97.0 81.2 74.1 40.8
Murcia 88.8 99.3 100.0 99.3 93.6 57.7 57.2
Navarra 84.6 100.0 100.0 95.7 81.9 98.4 55.1
País Vasco 80.9 91.1 96.9 80.6 78.1 89.8 50.7
Rioja (La) 84.2 100.0 100.0 100.0 93.2 45.3 44.0
Ceuta 82.9 100.0 100.0 100.0 89.6 15.8 17.9
Melilla 89.6 100.0 100.0 100.0 93.4 66.7 46.4
TOTAL 78.9 90.7 93.5 85.4 82.4 77.6 43.3
1RC = Regular classroom/Resource room  2SS = Special School/Self-Contained Classroom
Source: Ministry of Education and Science [Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia (MEC), 2008]. Estadística de las enseñanzas no universitarias. 
Informes 2001-02 a 2007-08. Madrid: Oficina de Estadística.
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In the last two decades, special education in Spain (a) 
decreased and maintained low levels of segregation and 
moved students with disabilities to more inclusive settings, 
(b) transformed some special schools into resources centers, 
(c) focused increasingly on individual instruction rather than 
disabilities, and (d) increased the need to engage in continuous 
collaboration with general education teachers, nevertheless, 
many of the educators are not satisfied with the current state 
of inclusion. They believe that since the passage of PL 13/1982 
and PL 1/1990, special education in this country has witnessed 
significant change but not significant progress (Parrilla, 2007). 
According to Kavale (2007), the consequence of these beliefs 
are generally found in attitudes that oscillate between optimism 
and pessimism about the prospects for inclusive education. 

From my view in Spain there is optimism about the law’s 
success in providing access of students with disabilities to regular 
schools, but pessimism about whether or not the appropriate 
education provision is achieving the desired outcomes. Such 
pessimism, as Kavale (2007) pointed out, is not new but needs 
to be addressed. Clearly more efforts need to be made to 
achieve gains in real participation, effectiveness, and quality of 
services. As Gargiulo (2003) stated, “when correctly instituted 
full inclusion is characterized by its virtual invisibility. Students 
with disabilities are not segregated but dispersed into classrooms 
they would normally attend if they were not disabled” (Gargiulo, 
69-70). In Spain, this virtual invisibility only will be possible 
when the barriers and challenges experienced by the Spanish 
educational system are eliminated. Currently these barriers lay 
on (Echeita, 2006; López-Melero, 2004): 

1. Secondary level education: all the Autonomous Communities report 
serious problems at this level as compared to primary schooling. 
Autonomous Communities attribute these problems to insufficient 
teacher training, teacher attitudes, an increasing achievement gap 
between students with SEN and their peers, increased academic 
subject specialization and different school organization.

2. Role of parents: most Autonomous Communities reported positive 
attitudes toward inclusive education on the part of parents, and 
that parental pressure towards inclusive education is increasing. 
However, those families that have students with severe disabilities 
sometimes prefer segregated settings. 

3. Lack of training and personal resources (e.g., support teachers): these 
are major barriers of inclusive education. Autonomous Communities 
are undergoing major curriculum reforms in the context of the 
process of the European Convergence of Higher Education Reform. 
These changes will have direct implications in teacher education 
training. 

4. Legislation: progress has been achieved, but problems still remain 
(e.g., more transition programs and improvement of quality and 
level of service for all is a must).

In summary, although there is a definitive trend toward 
increasing inclusive practices in Spain, considerable variation 
exists. All Autonomous Communities face several challenges. 
The most significant of these are meeting the needs of students 
with SEN in secondary schools and post-secondary education, 
improving teacher training, and increasing resources and 
the quality of services. By this time, equality of access has 
been reached, but real participation and documentation of 
effectiveness in terms of outcomes are still lacking.
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