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Summary

Inclusive education in Portugal has undergone significant transformation over recent decades, driven by
shifts in social, political, and legal frameworks that reflect a growing commitment to human rights and equal
access to education. The movement from a historically segregated model to an integrated approach, catalysed
by the Salamanca Declaration of 1994, has been pivotal in shaping contemporary educational practices. This
study analyses how Portuguese policies on special needs education have evolved from the 1970s to the
present and examines their implementation in practice in compulsory education. The primary objectives are to
analyse the impact of key legislative changes, particularly Decree-Law 3/2008 and Decree-Law 54/2018, on
the inclusivity of the education system and to assess how these policies have been operationalized in schools.
The findings reveal that while significant progress has been made in integrating students with special needs
into mainstream education, challenges remain in achieving uniform implementation and in ensuring that all
educational professionals are adequately prepared to support diverse learning needs. The shift towards a more
flexible and personalized educational approach, as mandated by recent legislation and inspired by the
Salamanca principles, marks a crucial step towards a more inclusive education system.

Keywords: Special education, inclusive education, Portugal, Salamanca Declaration, Decree-Law
3/2008, Decree-Law 54/2018, paradigms, change, inclusion, equity.

Introduction. Portugal joined the European Union on 1 January 1986. This accession
brought significant changes to the education system, promoting inclusion and improving special
needs education. With access to European funds, the country could invest in programmes and
infrastructure that favoured integrating students with special educational needs, ensuring a more
inclusive and equitable school environment. In addition, the exchange of good practices and
collaboration with other member states has contributed to teacher training and developing more
effective educational policies. The transition from a segregated model, centred on special
education as something separate from the mainstream education system, to an inclusive model, in
which all students are integrated into mainstream education, is the result of a long transformation
journey. This has not been a linear or homogenous process, although the change in policies and
mentalities that has made education a more inclusive space is recognised as positive,
notwithstanding slowly.

As in many other countries, with regard to compulsory education, inclusive education in
Portugal was historically organised in a segregated way. Until the end of the 20th century, the
predominant idea was that children with special educational needs should attend separate schools
or classes to receive the appropriate education. The creation of specialised institutions, often run
by private organisations or associations, was seen as the primary response to the needs of these
students.
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The Salamanca Declaration, adopted in 1994, was a crucial milestone in the promotion of
inclusive education in Portugal, emphasising the need to integrate students with special
educational needs into mainstream schools, as before this time, many students with special needs
were educated in segregated institutions, which often resulted in their social and educational
exclusion. The Declaration encouraged a significant transformation, creating and implementing
policies to adapt the education system to meet the diversity of students' needs.

In this context, Decree-Law 3/2008 of 7 January was an important step in formalising
inclusive education in Portugal, laying the foundations for the development and coordination
between different professionals and educational services. Subsequently, Decree-Law 54/2018 of 6
July reinforced and updated these principles, promoting a more inclusive and equitable approach.
This decree introduced significant changes by ensuring that all students, regardless of their specific
needs, have access to an adapted curriculum and appropriate resources.

The research question. Given the above, the research question is, “How have Portuguese
policies on special needs education evolved from the 1970s to the present, and how are they being
implemented?’

Methodology. In order to answer the problem question, the researchers opted for a
qualitative methodology consisting of an empirical study of documentary analysis whose primary
sources are the decree-laws adopted in Portugal, to understand the evolution of inclusive education
paradigms, policies and practices introduced since the Salamanca Declaration. Therefore, a
thorough analysis will be carried out of the legal diplomas that have shaped inclusive education
policy in Portugal, specifically Decree-Law 3/2008 and Decree-Law 54/2018. This analysis will
focus on the interpretation and application of these pieces of legislation, examining how each has
contributed to structuring and improving inclusive education. The methodology will include
reviewing the legal texts, comparing the provisions of the two decrees, and assessing the changes
in educational practices.

Findings. Since the end of the 1970s, the Portuguese education system has been
characterised by introducing and applying diverse legislation to transform education increasingly
inclusive [1, p. 25]. The introduction of the Basic Law of the Education System, introduced by
Law no. 46/1986, of 14 October, at the end of the 1980s, allowed for the establishment of a new
general framework for the education system, considering, according to its article 2, no. 1, that all
Portuguese have the right to education and culture, under the terms of the Constitution of the
Portuguese Republic. Article 17 (Scope and objectives of special education) of the same law states
that, according to paragraph 1, Special education is aimed at the socio-educational recovery and
integration of individuals with specific educational needs due to physical and mental disabilities;
and under paragraph 2, that Special education includes activities aimed at students and actions
aimed at families, educators and communities.

The first training course for Special Education Teachers was created in 1941; however, the
process of real inclusion of children and young people with disabilities and neurodivergent in the
Portuguese education system was well behind when compared to other European countries [9, p.
4]. In the 1980s and 1990s, it was not yet common to find children or young people with
disabilities in Portuguese schools since the emergence of the Cooperative(s) for the Education and
Rehabilitation of Handicapped Children (Cooperativa para a Educa¢do e Reabilitagio de
Criangas Inadaptadas [CERCI]), many institutions were created that welcomed people with these
characteristics. However, it was also common for a large number of school dropouts, children and
young people who could not keep up with the pace of learning set by the class and who did not
progress as expected in their learning. It is also important to mention that many of these children
and young people came from families with low socio-economic resources, often without the
necessary knowledge to establish more direct contact with the school and without a holistic vision
of its importance.

As a follow-up to the conference held in Spain (Salamanca) in 1994 by the United Nations
Organisation, attended by 92 countries and 25 international organisations, a declaration was drawn
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up, known as the Salamanca Declaration. This conference was essential, as fundamental
dimensions, principles and guidelines for promoting inclusive education were debated and defined,
and it is considered an important milestone in this field. The approach provided by the Salamanca
declaration included three main dimensions that could be observed in Figure 1.
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Some of the main aspects of the Salamanca Declaration relate to the fundamental right to
education, the opportunity to achieve acceptable levels of learning, the recognition that each child
is unique, with their own characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs, and it is proposed
that education systems should be able to include planning adapted to the diversity of
characteristics and needs experienced by school-age children and young people.

The Salamanca Declaration argues that education should be inclusive, maintaining that all
children, regardless of their difficulties or special needs, have the right to attend mainstream
schools. Inclusion is considered fundamental to promoting equality and equity in access to
education. The document emphasises that schools must adapt their learning environments to meet
students' needs, including curriculum adjustments, teaching methods, and pedagogical resources
[10].

In addition, the Declaration emphasises the importance of training and capacity building for
teachers and education professionals to adequately deal with diversity and meet the special needs
of students. Collaboration between schools, families and communities is also highlighted as
essential to the success of inclusive education and is seen as a crucial strategy for developing effective
educational practices [10]. The Salamanca Declaration can be better perceived in Figure 2.
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Finally, the Declaration suggests that governments must adopt policies and legislation that
promote integration and guarantee the right to education for all students, reinforcing the need for a
government commitment to inclusive education.

Lately, the implementation of Decree-Law 3/2008, of January 3rd, highlights the need for
implementing a flexible education system guided by an integrated global policy that responds to
the diverse characteristics and needs of all students, which includes the integration of children and
young people with special educational needs within a quality policy focused on the educational
success of all students. This law marked a turning point in the perception and awareness of all
those involved in the educational process—families, parents, teachers, psychologists, therapists,
specialists, medical teams, and other education professionals—regarding the importance of
adopting a more integrated, holistic approach, where all stakeholders play an active role [7, p.
421].

The decree emphasized that including students with special needs should not be treated as a
separate issue but as part of the broader aim to enhance the overall quality of education. This
approach acknowledges that each student is unique and that education must adapt to accommodate
different learning styles, challenges, and abilities. It also stresses the importance of collaboration
between professionals from various fields, ensuring students receive academic, social and medical
support.

Through the implementation of this law, a greater emphasis was placed on the role of families
and external professionals in supporting the educational process. It encouraged multidisciplinary
teams to work closely with schools, enabling them to create personalized learning plans and
interventions that foster the development and success of every student, especially those with
special needs. This shift toward a more inclusive and collaborative framework is crucial for
fostering an educational environment where all students, regardless of their abilities or challenges,
can succeed.

A referral process was initiated when learning difficulties were identified in a child or
adolescent, followed by a detailed assessment. This process aimed to determine the nature and
extent of the student's difficulties. The special education team, who worked with the psychology
and medical services, was responsible for conducting this assessment. Together, they drew up a
Technical-Pedagogical Report (Relatério Técnico Pedagdgico [RTP]), an essential document for
identifying the reasons behind the student's special needs and the specific type of support required.
This analysis was based on the International Classification of Functioning (Classificagdo
Internacional de Incapacidade, Funcionalidade e Saude [CIF]), a globally recognised tool for
assessing a person's level of functionality and participation in different life contexts.

In addition to identifying difficulties, the special education team determined the specialised
support and adaptations needed in teaching and learning. This included adjustments to the
curriculum and teaching methodology to ensure the student could participate fully in school life.
This specialised support could range from an assistant in the classroom to implementing
differentiated teaching strategies in a separate classroom or a mix of both strategies, depending on
the student's needs.

The decree also provided for the drawing up of two crucial documents: the Individual
Educational Programme (Plano Educativo Individual [PEI]) and the Individual Transition Plan
(Plano Individual de Transi¢do [PIT]). The PEI defined personalised learning objectives and goals
for the student. At the same time, the PIT played a key role in preparing the student for the
transition to adult life, including entry into the labour market, post-school training or other
activities considered adequate to the student’s profile. These documents remain central to current
educational legislation, demonstrating their relevance and continuity.

At the time, many schools had multi-disability units, spaces dedicated to catering for students
with more severe disabilities. In many cases, these students had scarcely contact with their regular
classes, which limited their full inclusion in the school environment. The practice was to keep
these students in separate environments, focusing on specialised care, which, although necessary,
ended up isolating them from their peers.
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For students with specific learning difficulties, such as those known (at that time) as DYS
(dyslexia, dysgraphia, dysorthographia and dyscalculia), the approach varied. They often received
support from a special education teacher, who could work in a separate room or within the class
itself, working closely with the head teacher. This intervention aimed to offer targeted support
without the student being completely removed from the mainstream environment, thus promoting
greater inclusion and continuity of learning within the classroom context. This specialised support
was aimed at overcoming difficulties in the reading, writing, and calculation processes and
maintaining a normal school path. These students were often accompanied by other health
professionals and therapists, such as psychologists, speech therapists, occupational therapists or
others.

Although this cannot yet be considered an inclusive model, it has already operated in a logic
of integration, paving the way for the legislation that would be introduced in 2018, as well as the
educational practices inherent to it. Over the years, these strategies have proved fundamental in
ensuring that students with special educational needs can access quality, inclusive education,
respect their particularities and promote their all-round development. The conception of adapted
learning environments and the use of personalised individual plans have allowed the Portuguese
education system to evolve to respond more effectively to the diverse needs of all students. With
Decree-Law 54/2018, these practices were consolidated and expanded, reinforcing the
commitment to inclusion by introducing more comprehensive and specific measures to guarantee
equity and continuous support for all students.

Subsequently, with the publication of Decree-Law 54/2018 of 6 July (which establishes the
current legal framework for inclusive education), the guiding principles in Article 3 are universal
educability, equity, inclusion, personalisation, flexibility, self-determination, parental involvement
and minimal interference. The various dimensions that make up this model and the establishment
of relationships, are shaped like observed in Figure 3.
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This law has transformed schools more flexible, allowing for better optimisation and
management of available resources, as it sets out a series of principles, practices and conditions for
the operationalisation of inclusive education that result from theoretical and methodological
choices, namely the multi-level approach and universal learning design. The principles underlying
the multi-level approach are as follows: i) a comprehensive, holistic and integrated vision; ii) a
proactive and preventive action; iii) an orientation towards the quality and effectiveness of
processes; and iv) a structuring decision-making processes according to data.

Based on the fundamental principles of the multi-level approach, it is essential to recognise
its main distinguishing features. The multilevel structure organises learning support measures
staggered, allowing for continuous adaptation of interventions according to the needs of the
students. This model establishes a continuum of learning support that focuses on the curriculum
and learning process, prioritising practices that are theoretically and empirically grounded. It also
emphasises the importance of systematic monitoring processes to evaluate and adjust
interventions. The organisation by levels of intervention, which vary in type, intensity and
frequency, is adjusted based on the student's response, ensuring a personalised and effective
approach to meeting their educational needs.

These approaches must be considered in an integrated, articulated and flexible way and are
guides to support schools' actions in the schools in the operationalisation of the diploma at the
community, school and classroom levels. Promoting a multi-level approach to education, the basic
model assumed in the Figure 4.
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/ Figure 4.1

A multi-level approach has been made possible for children and adolescents, integrating three
sets of measures, universal, selective, and additional, which can be implemented successively to
promote a teaching and learning process appropriate for the child. The Multidisciplinary Support
Team for Inclusive Education was also created, comprising various (fixed and variable) school
members who played a key role in defining the implementation of measures for each student. Also

1[4, p.21].
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noteworthy is the publication of the Practice Support Manual, which has greatly helped schools
and professionals to implement the diploma.

Still, this is not a perfect model, but rather a process that promotes greater openness and
flexibility among the professionals accompanying children and young people, promoting more
significant interaction in contact with families. However, there is also greater accountability on
their part since, in some cases, there is a resignation from their responsibilities.

As for the special education teachers, they are increasingly taking on the role of facilitators,
firstly by strengthening ties with the students they support, as these are essential for working
directly with the student, but also by establishing a link between all those involved in the process
[5, p. 3].

In the Primary School, children spend all their time with their class, and support is often
given in the classroom. This support, provided by a special education teacher, is often distributed
to other pupils when requested, often proving to be a kind of support for the head teacher. In this
way, students do not feel different from their peers, and, as a rule, at this level of education,
children always appreciate special attention from a teacher, as it makes them feel special.

At the Middle School of Basic Education and Secondary Level, the schools have great
flexibility in the way support is distributed, which can be direct or indirect, depending on the
resources available, the profile of the students and the classes they are in. However, when it is
direct, it is often channelled to the subjects of Portuguese and Maths. At these levels of education,
the special education teacher often takes on the role of facilitator of the process since it is their
responsibility not only to provide support to the student to the class director but also to assist, for
example, in adapting materials (e.g. assessment materials for dyslexic students) and in drawing up
the documentation that will form part of the student's file.

There are also reference schools for blind or deaf students, which bring together a set of even
more specific resources (material, human, etc.) to work on these areas. However, this offer is still
small, given the geographical dispersion of the students who attend them, who sometimes have to
travel more than 150 kilometers a day to attend a school adapted to their needs.

As for the other teachers who accompany the students (i.e. subject teachers), there is still a
long journey to go [2, p. 23; 3, p.736], especially in the case of Secondary-level education, where
some teachers still lack knowledge about how to proceed to promote more inclusive teaching. The
issue of national exams, access to and attendance at higher education, and the integration of
students after compulsory schooling into society will not be addressed here, as these dimensions
deserve further analysis and reflection.

After an initial period of uncertainty on the part of the schools (2018-2019 school year), the
definition of new working methodologies made it possible to realise the need to establish a more
holistic approach and to understand that a paradigm shift was needed. At the same time, in a
society that wants to be increasingly inclusive and sees difference as usual, we need to learn to live
with differences. Before being professionals, people are human beings who will be better if they
know how to embrace differences. For example, a doctor will certainly be a better human if he or
she has lived with differences as a child or young person.

Concluding remarks. The conclusion is that, although there is still a long way to go, since
the introduction of Decree-Law 54/2018 of 6 July, there has been significant progress in the
inclusion of all students in school, with the school adapting and making itself more flexible to the
individual characteristics of each student and not the other way around (adapting the student to the
school, and not the opposite, as in previous paradigms) [8, p. 5]. The trajectory of inclusive
education in Portugal, with regard to compulsory education, reveals a profound and significant
transformation, reflecting a paradigm shift from a segregated model to a more integrated and
equitable approach, as shown in Figure 5.
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The process began with the Salamanca Declaration in 1994, which established the
fundamental principles of inclusive education, encouraging the integration of students with special
educational needs into mainstream schools [2, p. 282]. This crucial moment triggered a series of
legislative and practical changes. Decree-Law 3/2008 played a key role in formalising and
structuring inclusive practices, introducing measures for drawing up Individual Education Plans
and coordination between professionals and educational services.

With the publication of Decree-Law 54/2018, inclusive education in Portugal was
consolidated and improved by introducing more comprehensive and specific measures. This
decree highlighted the importance of a holistic approach, emphasising the need to adapt the
curriculum and educational resources to meet the diverse needs of students and promoting the
flexibility and personalisation of teaching. Despite notable advances, significant challenges
remain, including the uniform implementation of inclusive practices in all schools and regions and
the ongoing training of education professionals to deal with diversity. The paradigm shift observed
since 2018 has allowed schools to become more flexible and adaptive to students' characteristics
rather than requiring students to fit into the rigid standards of the education system. This progress
is a crucial step towards true inclusion, where diversity is valued and every student has the
opportunity to reach their full potential. As society moves towards greater acceptance of
differences, the education system must continue to evolve, embracing diversity and promoting an
educational environment where all students, regardless of their needs or challenges, can thrive and
integrate fully.
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AHHOTALUA

3a mocnenHue NeCSITWICTHS HHKIIO3UBHOE oOpa3zoBaHue B llopTyrammu mperepmeno 3HaUYUTEIbHBIC
npeoOpa3oBaHusi, OOYCIOBICHHBIE H3MEHEHHSMH B COIMANBHOW, IMOJMTHYECKON W TpPaBOBOH cdepax,
OTpaXKAIoIIHE PACTYIIYI0 MPUBEPKEHHOCTh K BOIPOCY 3AlUTHI MPaB YeJIOBEKAa W TOJUTHKE JOCTYIHOTO
oOpa3zoBaHus. JIBIKCHHE OT UCTOPHUYCCKH CIOXKHBINECHCS CErperalmoHHON MOJETH K MHTETPUPOBAHHOMY
MOXO/Y, KaTalIu3aropoM Kotoporo crana CamaMmaHkckas aekiapanus 1994 1., ceirpalio peniaromiyio pojb B
(hopMHPOBaHUU COBPEMEHHOW 00pa3oBaTEIbHONW MPAKTUKH. B MaHHOM HCCIICIOBAHUHM PACCMATPUBACTCS
SBOJIOLHUS TOPTYTajbCKOW MOJUTUKH B 00NacTH 00pa3zoBaHUs aeTel ¢ 0coObMu moTpebHOCTsIME ¢ 1970-%
TOZIOB MO HACTOSIIEEe BpeMs, a Takke MPaKTHUECKas pealn3anyst 3TOi NomuThkd. OCHOBHAas Uenb —
MIPOAHAJIM3UPOBATh BIUSHHUE KIIOYEBHIX H3MEHEHHWH B 3aKOHOAATENbCTBE, B YACTHOCTH BIHMSHHE 3aKOHA
3/2008 u 3axoHa 54/2018, Ha WHKIIIO3UBHOCTH CHCTEMBI OOpa30BaHUS W OIEHUTH, KaK 5Ta MOJHUTHKA
peanu3yercs B IIKONaxX. Pe3ympTaThl HCCIIeMOBaHMS MTOKA3BIBAOT, YTO, HECMOTPSI Ha 3HAYUTEIBHBIN ITpOrpecc,
JIOCTUTHYTHIN B MHTETPAIIUH yYaIUXCS C 0COOBIMU MOTPEOHOCTSIMU B 00I1I€00pa30BaTEIbHYIO CHCTEMY, BCE
eIlle CYIIECTBYET PsJ BBI30BOB, CBA3aHHBIX C €€ O pealu3alueill W HaJUIexanieldl TMOATOTOBKOH Bcex
CTCIUATUCTOB B 00NacTH 00pa3oBaHus Ui TOMACPKKH PA3IUYHBIX 00pa30BaTeNIbHBIX MOTPEOHOCTEH.
Ilepexox k Oojee THOKOMY W WHAWBUAYaIH3HPOBAHHOMY IIOAXOAY K OOpa30BaHHIO, MPETyCMOTPEHHBIN
HEaBHIMH HM3MEHCHUSIMH B 3aKOHONATENLCTBE M BIOXHOBICHHBIH NpuHOUTaMu CallaMaHKH, 3HAMEHYET
c000# BaXKHBIH IIAT Ha MYTH K CO3JJaHUI0 00Jiee MHKITFO3MBHOI CHCTEMBI 00pa30BaHHSI.

Knrwueeswvie cnosa: cneyuanvnoe obpazosanue, unkiro3ugHoe oodpasosanue, Ilopmyeanusn, Canramarnk-
ckas oexnapayus, 3akorn 3/2008, zaxon 54/2018, napaduemvi, usmenenus, UHKIIO3US, CRPABEOIUBOCHTb.
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