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Inclusive Education in Portugal 

Definition. In Portugal inclusive education refers to the process of fostering participation of all 

children, supporting not only those with disabilities or developmental delays, but also all groups 

of vulnerable and marginalized children, namely because of their cultural and social 

backgrounds.  

 

Policy and Implementation. Decree-Law 3/2008 sets out "specialized support offering (...) 

aimed at creating conditions for improvement of the educational process to the special 

educational needs of students" who have continued difficulties at the level of communication, 

learning, mobility, autonomy, interpersonal relationship and social participation. This kind of 

specialized support is available within mainstream schools. But, DL 3/2008 also establishes 

that when the regular school cannot give adequate response to the inclusion of children and 

young people, due to the type and degree of disability, those involved in the referral and 

evaluation processes may propose the attendance of a special education school. The law on 

states that pupils with SEN should: (a) receive their education in a mainstream school (b) fully 

join their peers in the curriculum and in school life (c) generally take part in the mainstream 

class rather than be isolated in separate units (d) separate provisions can occasionally be 

necessary for specific purposes (e) schools should review and adapt their approaches in order 

to achieve greater inclusion. Within the Decree-Law 3/2008, the target group embraced by 

special education was limited to those children with permanent needs (children and young 

people with major limitations in terms of activity and participation in one or more of the following 

areas: communication, learning, mobility, autonomy, interpersonal relationship and social 

participation), redirecting the available specialized resources to them. Based on the 

assumption that some target groups need more sophisticated and specialized human 

resources and logistics, four different mainstream schools structures were created (1) 

Reference schools for bilingual education of deaf students (2) Reference schools for blind and 

partially sighted pupils (3) Structured teaching units for pupils with autism 4() Specialized 

support units for pupils with multi-disability and congenital problems. These units are located 

in regular schools and present adaptations of the educational environment. Children with SEN 

remain in those units only part-time, in order to promote their integration in regular classrooms 

and in school life. Early Child Intervention (ECI) in Portugal In October 2009 Decree-Law 

281/2009 established a National System for Early Childhood Intervention (Sistema Nacional 

de Intervenção Precoce na Infância, SNIPI), that covers children between 0 and 6 years. ECI 

is a range of comprehensive developmental services provided by local teams of professionals 

from health, education and social services, focusing not only on the child but also on the 

environment and including the family. The ‘intervention model framework’ embraces three 

major features: enhancement of everyday child learning opportunities, family centred practices 

and transdisciplinary teamwork. 
 

Needs and Challenges. The Ministry of Education commissioned to an international team of 

experts to provide external evaluation of the current model. The external evaluation highlights 

the broad consensus on the idea that inclusive education is assumed in all major lines of public 

policy. This represents a qualitative leap over the previous regulatory framework for special 

education. The conclusions are incorporated into a Recommendation recently published by 

the National Education Council on Special Education Public Policy (Conselho Nacional de 

Educação, 2014). 


