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Abstract This article aligns with recent international approaches to inclusive education 
and argues for a broadened understanding of the term, specifically in the context of Aus-
tria, which currently focuses only on children with disabilities. The article not only sets out 
the thesis of intersectionality, but calls for the adoption of an intersectional lens in inclu-
sive education in order to identify the interaction of multiple factors that lead to discrimi-
natory processes in schools towards different student groups. Inclusive education means 
opening access to a wide range of educational and social opportunities for all children, not 
only those with disabilities or identified special education needs. The current system, in 
which children possess one identity marker, does not provide the support children need. 
Furthermore, it also reinforces inequalities not only within the education system, but also 
within society at large.
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Introduction

Inclusive education requires the equal participation of all children in the educational sys-
tem (UNESCO 2005). Yet, the idea of inclusive education is highly contested and, since 
education occurs at the national level, its definition varies significantly from country to 
country (Waitoller and Artiles 2013). In Austria, for example, inclusive education is largely 
perceived as concerning only students with disabilities (Feyerer 2012), putting other mar-
ginalized groups, for example refugee children with disabilities, at a disadvantage.

In general, research in the inclusive education context has focused primarily on the 
joint schooling of children with and without disabilities. Numerous studies have exam-
ined the academic achievement of students with and without disabilities, teacher practices, 
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the aspect of social-emotional inclusion and attitudes towards inclusive education (Farrell 
et  al. 2007; Reicher 2010; de Boer, Pijl, and Minnaert 2012; Baeten and Simons 2014). 
Certainly, these studies have provided fertile ground for the field of inclusive education 
research. However, these studies fail to acknowledge that inclusive education does not 
only refer to the inclusion of children with disabilities, but also aims to guarantee a system 
suitable for all learners and their unique requirements (UNESCO 2009). Using the term 
“inclusive education”, but focusing only on children with disabilities, is not sufficient; in 
this context it is necessary to expand the term to incorporate the inclusion of all children.

In line with this approach, in this article I argue for the need for broadening the defini-
tion of inclusive education in the school context. I provide a short definition of inclusive 
education and intersectionality, then assess the relationship between inclusive education 
and intersectionality, illustrating how intersectionality can be helpful for the successful 
implementation of inclusive education.

Inclusive education: A brief definition

While the educational framework of inclusion is fundamentally about the participation of 
all students in the educational system (UNESCO 2005), the concept of inclusive education 
has competing definitions that vary from nation to nation (Waitoller and Kozleski 2013). 
UNESCO defines “inclusion” in the following manner:

Inclusion is seen as a process of addressing and responding to the diversity of needs 
of all learners through increasing participation in learning, cultures and communi-
ties, and reducing exclusion within and from education. It involves changes and mod-
ifications in content, approaches, structures and strategies, with a common vision 
which covers all children of the appropriate age range and a conviction that it is the 
responsibility of the regular system to educate all children. (UNESCO 2005, p. 13)

According to UNESCO (2005), inclusion is about working with and learning from the 
diversity of children. Barriers should be identified and eliminated, and groups with a par-
ticularly high risk of being excluded should be closely monitored in order to counteract 
these forces (UNESCO 2005). In this framework, inclusion means the “reform and recon-
struction of the school as a whole” (Mittler 2006, p. 2), which would force schools to act 
more responsively to its students’ varying needs. The main goal of inclusive education is 
to open access to a wide range of educational and social opportunities for all children, 
regardless of their position in society (Mittler 2006). As other scholars have mentioned, the 
emphasis of inclusion is on high-quality education, human rights, equal opportunities and 
social justice (Armstrong, Armstrong, and Spandagou 2011).

Inclusion, put another way, is interested in any type of exclusion experienced by any 
child, not just those children with disabilities and the ones recognized as having special 
education needs (SEN) (UNESCO 2005; Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson 2006; Mittler 2006). 
In addition to focusing on children with SEN, other target groups for inclusion include 
linguistic, religious and ethnic minorities, children in warzones, children affected by pov-
erty, and refugee children (UNESCO 2005). This enlarged focus on all children is impor-
tant, given the crucial role that education plays in basic human rights and in future life 
opportunities relating to social and economic outcomes. As Smyth and McCoy (2009) 
have pointed out, young people who experience educational disadvantage are also likely to 
experience restricted life chances later in life.
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Although authors have argued for this expanded definition of inclusion since the late 
1990s (see Ainscow 1999), the tendency to approach inclusion as solely concerning stu-
dents with disabilities (i.e., SEN) within mainstream educational settings—as was the case 
with the integration approach (Vislie 2003)—is still prevalent in Austria (Feyerer 2012). 
Moreover, although the terms have different meanings, ‘integration’ and ‘inclusion’ are still 
mostly used interchangeably in Austria, leading to the common practice of using the terms 
with a forward slash (“Integration/Inklusion”), which, when expressed this way, actually 
combines the terms (for a detailed overview of integration vs. inclusion, see Vislie 2003).

Not only has research about inclusive education mostly concentrated on children with 
disabilities, but so have the policy measures enacted by the Austrian government over the 
last several years. In 2012, for example, Austria published an action plan to implement 
inclusive education by 2020 (BMASK 2012). This plan’s focus can be gleaned from its 
name—the National Action Plan for Disabilities 2012-2020— concentrating on children 
with disabilities, with the end goal of reducing special schools. Of course, this attention to 
children with disabilities has improved their general situation in the Austrian school system 
(Specht et al. 2007; Bešić, Paleczek, Krammer, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2016). Neverthe-
less, although inclusive education in Austria emerged out of the need for an equitable and 
just educational system for children with disabilities who had been historically excluded 
from the mainstream school system (Sullivan and King 2010), exclusion, as a phenomenon 
of experience, is not only reserved for students with disabilities. Educational exclusion, 
marginalization and discrimination are important phenomena affecting students who do 
not attend school due to various reasons, ranging from being denied basic physical access 
based on a disability to “those [students] who attend school but are segregated or discrimi-
nated against because of their migrant background, gender, race, socio-economic status or 
other characteristics” (UNESCO IBE 2008, p. 12). Solely focusing on children with disa-
bilities, furthermore, leads to various consequences, one of which is the misconception that 
inclusive education falls within the parameters of special education. This drives the false 
perception that experiences of exclusion only affect children with disabilities, thus restrict-
ing the analysis of exclusion, marginalization and discrimination within the educational 
system to only one group of students (i.e. students with disabilities) (UNESCO IBE 2008). 
According to Ainscow, Booth, and Dyson (2006), by solely focusing on students with dis-
abilities, scholars and practitioners tend to undermine and distract from the central focus 
of inclusive education, namely, the effort to promote change in the existing educational 
system in order to enable a school for all. It is necessary to keep in mind that ‘inclusion 
is an aspiration for a democratic education and, as such, the project of inclusion addresses 
the experiences of all students at school’ (Slee 2001, p. 168) and not only the ones with 
disabilities.

One cannot forget that most individuals found to have a disability also have another 
characteristic (an identity marker recognized by society) that could marginalize them even 
more than their disability. Many students with disabilities, for example, could come from 
racial minority and/or low-income households, or perhaps are second language learners 
(L2). Hence, scholars need to recognize the ‘simultaneous intersections’ (García and Ortiz 
2013) between, for instance, race, class, gender, (dis)ability, language abilities and national 
origins. All of these need to be considered when discussing inclusive education (Kozleski, 
Artiles, and Waitoller 2014).

Various factors (e.g., power relations or categories) shape an education system and an 
individual’s experience within it, and processes of discrimination, exclusion, and margin-
alization are ubiquitous. Hence, inclusive education is not implemented in a vacuum. “The 
societies in which inclusion is carried out are historically stratified, in part as the result of 
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the influence of power” (Kozleski, Artiles, and Waitoller 2014, p. 239) and therefore “edu-
cational institutions are enveloped in socio-historical gravity” (Erickson 2004, as cited in 
Kozleski, Artiles, and Waitoller 2014, p. 239). In other words, to successfully implement 
inclusion, one must first understand the society it is to be implemented in.

These intersections of identity and the wider society call for a re-centering of dis-
course about inclusive education at the intersection—or crossroads—of students’ different 
identities. It requires, moreover, scholars to adopt a significantly more nuanced research 
approach that avoids the shortsighted perception of individuals as possessing only one 
identity marker and takes the socio-historical gravity of a society into account (Crenshaw 
1989).

Intersectionality

Kimberlé Crenshaw reacted to this shortsighted perception of individuals and developed 
her idea of intersectionality. Originally, she used the term to analyse the multiple and 
overlapping discrimination experienced by African-American women in the American 
context (Crenshaw 1989, 1991). To summarize her argument, Crenshaw asserted that anti-
discrimination legislation in the United States did not actually protect African-American 
women because, when making legal claims against an employer, this particular group of 
women had to choose between either their race or gender, even though the discrimination 
they faced came at the “intersection” between these two identities. According to Cren-
shaw (1989), this “single-axes-framework”, where race and gender are seen as “mutually 
exclusive categories of experience and analysis”, is obsolete (p. 139). In her view, African-
American women are discriminated against as African-American women, and this discrim-
ination does not happen in the same way as it does for white women or African-American 
men. In other words, when analysing discrimination and an individual’s experience of it, 
differences within groups should also be considered. Moreover, this discrimination should 
not be seen reductively as just sexism added to racism or vice-versa. Rather, these distinct 
discriminations (e.g., sexism, ableism, racism) should be seen as a unified system that gen-
erates discrimination (e.g., oppression).

In contrast to other theories that view discrimination as largely falling on a single iden-
tity marker of an individual, intersectionality asserts that all aspects of one’s identity need 
to be examined as simultaneously interacting with each other and affecting one’s per-
ception within a society. Moreover, these features of identity cannot simply be observed 
separately (Cooper 2016). The different aspects of one’s identity are not “unitary, mutu-
ally exclusive entities, but . . . reciprocally constructing phenomena” (Collins 2015, p. 2). 
These identities intersect to create a whole that is different from the component identities. 
Intersectionality asserts that to comprehend truly an individual’s identity and experience, 
one first needs to recognize that each identity marker is connected with all other markers 
within that individual (Crenshaw 1991). In other words, this means that a Muslim-Bosnian 
female under the age of 30, for example, is simultaneously a Muslim, a Bosnian, a female, 
and under the age 30. These identities do not exist in a vacuum, but rather are intimately 
connected to how the world perceives that particular individual (see Figure 1).

Intersectionality, however, does not just argue that individuals have intersecting identi-
ties, and it should not be understood as just a more nuanced view of someone’s personal 
identity. It also explains, through the concept of “difference” (Minda 1995), how some 
identity groups are excluded, while others are included through a type of inherent privilege 
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in their society (Nash 2008). It is also important to note that there are differences not only 
between these groups, but also within each group. By also offering an overarching analysis 
of power hierarchies present between and within groups, intersectionality shows its use-
fulness as an approach for examining societal relations. According to Cho and colleagues 
(2013, p. 795), “what makes an analysis intersectional . . . is its . . . intersectional way of 
thinking about the problem of sameness and difference and its relation to power”.

Power and power relations determine who gets to be represented in society and on 
whose terms. The idea of power has numerous characteristics and competing definitions. 
In this article I use Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of “symbolic power”, or the uncritical 
acceptance of terms, language, and discourse by a particular social community. Accord-
ing to Bourdieu (1991, p. 170), symbolic power “is defined in and through a given relation 
between those who exercise power and those who submit to it, i.e., in the very structure 
of the field in which belief is produced and reproduced”. Importantly, since representa-
tions constructed by symbols (e.g., skin color, ability, articulation) mould us to visualize 
the world in a particular way, those who wield symbolic power (the control over these sym-
bols) also possess actual political power in society, which produces consequences in real-
ity. These consequences can take the shape of attitudes towards a specific group of people 
(e.g., negative attitudes towards refugees), resulting in a specific perception of these people 
(e.g., that they take advantage of the social system) that is then perpetuated throughout 
society.

This means that the language and discourse of a particular community becomes legiti-
mated by having its members believe—or buy into—the objectivity of that discourse. Put 
another way, since members of the community fail to realize that this discourse is inher-
ently subjective, by uncritically accepting what is being offered as “reality”, this reality 
actually becomes extremely powerful and holds a tremendous amount of persuasive power 
over that community (Maxim 1998, p. 408).

Symbolic power, however, does not only work at the theoretical level, but it is also at 
play in the educational system. The language used by teachers, for example, carries a tre-
mendous amount of symbolic power. As Bourdieu (1991) also argues, language production 
is planned and deliberate, used in a way to achieve a certain goal by the authority behind 
it. Bourdieu (1986) also contends that access to social, financial, and cultural capital var-
ies widely for different groups in society. The problem of accessibility makes it difficult, 
for example, for students from low socio-economic households to have the economic and 
social capital to enter higher educational institutions. This hinders their educational suc-
cess (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). These students are disadvantaged in comparison with 
students coming from higher socio-economic households who have access to the social and 
economic capital that the community has determined valuable (Walgenbach 2017).

The same can be said for cultural capital. The less cultural capital (e.g., education) a 
person has, the more difficult it is for a person to move between social strata, which also 
increases social inequality within the community (Bronner and Paulus 2017). Accord-
ing to Bourdieu, this mechanism not only consolidates the hierarchical social order, but it 
also leads to an internalization of the social order, because the availability of capital or the 
knowledge of resources “organizes the perception of the social world” (Bourdieu 1987, p. 
549, as cited in Bronner and Paulus 2017, p. 19).

Intersectionality illustrates this relationship between different groups in society and 
power relations (Bronner and Paulus 2017). By examining the effects of power—or how 
power structures are present within a particular society—intersectionality also uncovers 
how privilege functions. Intersectionality is therefore a concept that, on one hand, consid-
ers the differences between individual identities and, on the other, takes into account social 
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power structures and the social inequality that results from them (Walgenbach 2017). It 
recognizes that these two poles are mutually determinative and reproducible. Hence, inter-
sectional analyses evoke the multifaceted and linking nature of oppression and subordina-
tion on the basis of sources of social disadvantage such as gender, race, class, and (dis)
ability (Davis 2008). For a better understanding of intersectionality, see Figure 1.

To be most helpful, Figure 1—which illustrates the aspects of intersectionality described 
above—should be viewed from the inside out, that is, from the inside of the “onion” to its 
outer edges. The very core of the onion, in this metaphor, is the individual. As the figure 
shows, an individual has many different identity markers, not all of which can be observed 
separately because each of these markers intersects with the others, as demonstrated by 
the Venn diagram. This figure makes clear that it is incredibly difficult to recognize where 
one identity marker begins and where another ends. It demonstrates that an individual pos-
sesses multiple identities simultaneously, all of which contribute not only to how they see 
themselves, but also to how they are seen by society.

Figure 1  The intersection onion 
Source: Created by the author
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The next layer of the figure, “Group Membership”, illustrates how individuals perceived 
to be the same are categorized together as members of one particular group. These group 
memberships, it is important to note, create and maintain difference between the varying 
groups. This difference and group membership not only influence the manner in which 
society perceives that individual, but also shape one’s experiences. Keeping intersectional-
ity in mind, however, individuals, with their intersecting identities, are also simultaneously 
embedded within multiple group memberships, meaning they do not belong to just one 
particular group in one particular situation, but rather to all groups at a particular time.

The categorization of individuals into different groups is a practice done by society. 
Layer three of the figure, “Social Context”, illustrates this. Within this layer of the “onion”, 
numerous concepts—such as privilege, power, social construction, and attitudes—come 
into play, which show the social relations an individual resides in.

The last layer of the figure, “Unified System of Oppression”, shows the major mecha-
nisms of discrimination. This outer layer of the “onion” represents the whole outside world 
with which an individual is confronted and reveals that these systems of oppression act 
in unison with one another. Taken together, the “onion” metaphor shows how individu-
als tend to be seen based on their visible identity markers, or the ones that can be found 
in the outermost layer. These identity markers, importantly, are thought to be the same for 
all members of a particular group (just like every onion looks the same from the outside). 
When this is the case, different layers of an individual—other identity markers—may not 
be visible at first glance.

Intersectionality in the context of inclusive education

Although intersectionality, as described above, has mainly been used as a concept in gen-
der studies (Nash 2008), scholars from other fields have begun to adapt it to their own 
research (Jiménez-Castellanos and García 2017). While intersectionality in the field of 
inclusive education is still seen by many scholars as a “future perspective”, it is beginning 
to gain traction (Artiles, Dorn, and Bal 2016).

According to Grant and Zwier (2011), using intersectionality in the educational context 
allows for the analysis of simultaneous interactions among, for example, gender, (dis)abil-
ity, migrant background, race, and class for any individual child, as well as the interplay 
between these individual or group characteristics and organizational responses to them. 
Hence, intersectionality helps explain how certain students (e.g., a refugee student with 
behavioural disorders) encounter varying levels of exclusion in schools because of the ways 
in which schools address or fail to address the intersection of their identities and, instead, 
respond to only one aspect of students’ needs (Waitoller and Kozleski 2013). Schools, for 
instance, provide a child with disability services in relation to his/her disability, and a refu-
gee child receives support with language learning or trauma experience. But what happens 
to the child who is a refugee and has a disability?

As Walgenbach (2017) points out, since these identity markers are not clearly 
divided, and the jurisdiction of responsibility is not clearly defined, this child will not 
get the support services he/she needs. How these children are perceived to be different 
can subsume their identity and capability, which leads to a monolithic view of children. 
These uniform views of students, embedded in educational policies, narrow the lens 
through which educators can support learning within the institutional contexts in which 
they work. Therefore, once a student is identified as needing specialized support in a 
specific area, other aspects of that student’s needs may be pushed aside or overlooked. 
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Recent research, for example, has revealed that students with a refugee background in 
Austrian schools feel sufficiently supported in their attempts to learn German, but help 
with other subjects is largely absent (Bešić, Gasteiger-Klicpera, Buchart, Hafner, and 
Stefitz 2020). This is because services for learning, behavioural and language support 
may be structured separately. Thus, teacher skill sets are often distributed across roles 
that are also categorized by student differences (Waitoller and Kozleski 2013).

It is precisely here that intersectionality can prove most useful. It offers an approach 
that can “more comprehensively answer questions” of need, justice and equity in today’s 
schools through analysing and conceptualizing educational questions through a multi-
axis approach (Grant and Zwier 2011). Other scholars also agree on the need to have a 
multi-axis approach in inclusive education. According to Slee (2001), for example, “the 
discussion across intersections of class, race, gender and disability reminds us both of 
the specificity and the general applications of claims for inclusive education” (p. 103).

It should be acknowledged that inclusive education is a long-term process that, at its 
core, tries to develop effective strategies to combat exclusion in an ever-more diverse 
environment. In its attempt to counteract exclusion and respond positively to diversity, 
inclusion is an always-evolving concept (Ainscow 1999). Similarly, intersectionality 
must also be thought of dynamically, for it is also ever-changing in response to new 
developments and complicated social inequalities that ebb and flow with time. It is a 
process of change, constantly developing in response to a unified system of oppression.

Relating to inclusive education, intersectionality can be used to emphasize the notion 
that students who are marginalized or discriminated against often experience multiple 
forms of marginalization and discrimination not only at the individual level, but also at 
the level of the institution. These effects create the kind of social and educational strati-
fication that inclusive education activists seek to counteract, but, instead, are trapped 
in because these same activists fail to consider the intersecting nature of these effects 
in the ways in which they define and implement inclusive education (Hancock 2007). 
If researchers were to combine both of these concepts, then, intersectionality would 
help identify the processes of discrimination and exclusion, while inclusion would help 
tackle these problems and create the most successful educational landscape possible for 
all students.

Critical to both intersectionality and inclusion is the idea that the categories used for 
human characteristics (identity markers) are socially constructed. These categories cre-
ate differences between groups, which are perpetuated and reinforced by society (Gillborn 
2015). Social differences are not pre-existing and natural, but are produced and reproduced 
in the interactions and social fields of institutions. Using Bourdieu’s previously stated 
approach (1991), social categories such as “migrant” and “refugee” are arbitrary cultural 
constructions that are used to legitimate and explain difference and maintain society’s 
social order.

The core idea of social constructivism is that every human being grows up in a world 
already pre-structured by humans, and that social reality is produced and maintained inter-
actively. It is about the “interaction of the individual and socialization” and the “commu-
nicative constitution of our world” (Siebert 2004, p. 99). Individuals are constantly con-
structing social reality in combination with others (Bourdieu 1991). Socially constructed 
categories are commonly seen as being stuck in a binary choice: girl or boy, migrant or 
non-migrant, black or white. Such a distinction can be seen as two sides of a coin, in which 
the one side is not conceivable without the other, but simultaneously excludes the other. 
Furthermore, this division of the whole marks the difference as hierarchical: students 
(without further description because they fit the norm of society) and those with a migrant 
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background, a refugee status, and a disability. Such distinctions are arbitrary and could 
be constructed in different ways. These distinctions, however, are seldom questioned. A 
migrant student and a student with a disability are quickly and firstly defined in terms of 
these characteristics; all other characteristics follow. These socially constructed categories 
interact with each other and create a social hierarchy and a system of disadvantages (Bräu 
2015).

It is important to remember that these categories (whether it is a student’s migrant back-
ground, refugee status or disability) should not be seen as the cause of issues within the 
education system. Rather, it is the meaning that these categories carry, a meaning that is 
construed by the society around them. Social stigma is attached to these categories, which 
leads to various forms of discrimination and exclusion due to “dominant social, political, 
and institutional arrangements regarding access and participation” in schools and society 
(Green et al. 2005, as cited in Artiles, Dorn, and Bal 2016, p. 778). In the use of the term 
“student with migrant background”, or any other socially constructed category, certain 
exceptions or, better said, certain stereotypes, stigmas and prejudices are conveyed. These 
categories possess a certain amount of meaning and can influence children’s educational 
paths. Certain group memberships are given privileged status, while others are given a dis-
advantaged one. Privilege, however, is not just assigned by terms attached to children, but 
it is also tied to the social, financial and cultural capital of particular groups, which also 
influences the over/underrepresentation of children in different school types, further influ-
encing their future educational path.

Here, it is essential to note the decisive role power hierarchies play in societies and how 
these hierarchies influence the educational paths of children. Within these hierarchies, 
some identity groups will be excluded to the detriment of others because of how the soci-
ety perceives them (Nash 2008). This ranking of groups assigns varying amounts of privi-
lege to each group. In order to see how this privilege functions in a particular society, it is 
important to have a general understanding of power and its consequences.

It is also necessary to recognize the role of power in constructing the above-mentioned 
categories throughout the history of education. The evidence on the placement of children 
with migrant backgrounds and children with disabilities in less academically challenging 
schools (for examples in Austria, see Luciak and Biewer 2011), or even segregating them 
from mainstream classrooms, brings the workings of power to light. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to recognize that the intersection of different identity markers and the intersection 
with historically perpetuated inequalities within a stratified society influence the educa-
tional outcomes for students as well. Inclusive education—in the Austrian context, but also 
elsewhere—cannot afford to ignore these intersections and the legacies of discrimination 
towards specific groups of students.

Conclusions

In this article I have defined “inclusive education” and stressed the importance of broaden-
ing the scope of inclusive education—specifically in Austria, which currently focuses only 
on children with disabilities—towards an expanded definition that addresses all students. 
This was followed by an introduction of the main theoretical lens: intersectionality. I have 
not only laid out the thesis of intersectionality, but also argued that an intersectional lens in 
inclusive education is essential in order to identify the interaction of multiple factors that 
lead to discriminatory processes in schools towards different student groups. Furthermore, 
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I showed that within group differences need to be considered when discussing inclusive 
education.

Although intersectionality has been underutilized in inclusive education research, I stress 
the importance of “thinking intersectionally” in inclusive educational research and in prac-
tice in schools. Put another way, moving the current focus from children with disabilities 
towards all children highlights the need to broaden the definition of inclusive education (in 
the Austrian context). The broadening of the definition of inclusive education in Austria is 
necessary because current inclusive education measurements and policies are concentrated 
exclusively on children with disabilities. Admittedly, this focus allowed important structural 
changes within the system to occur for children with disabilities. However, within-group dif-
ferences also need to be examined. By focusing on only one identity marker (e.g., disability), 
researchers and practitioners miss the bigger picture, namely, that students are excluded/dis-
criminated against on multiple levels. The use of a single-axis framework does not do justice 
to inclusive education because most individuals who are found to have a disability also have 
another identity that often marginalizes them even more (Slee 2001). Furthermore, focusing 
on only one factor of difference in explaining the educational success or failure of certain 
student groups simplifies a complex situation. Implying that the education system exists in 
a vacuum, and is not influenced by society and the processes that happen within the soci-
ety, is also misleading. These considerations make it necessary to re-center discourse about 
inclusive education at the intersection not only of different identity markers related to the 
students themselves but also of the system and wider society; adopting a significantly more 
nuanced research approach and avoiding the short-sighted depiction of individuals regarding 
only one identity marker (Crenshaw 1989, 1991; Hancock 2007). In order to change the sys-
tem, scholars need to analyse all exclusionary, marginalizing factors in the school system, 
not just among different student groups, but also within them.

Admittedly, complications arise when putting this theory into practice. Implementing 
inclusive education in this expanded definition will likely require not only changes in atti-
tudes, but also changes in practices at every level of the education system. Nevertheless, as 
long as a single category of difference among children (primarily disability) continues to 
be the main focus of inclusive education, its further implementation will be fraught with 
assumptions that inclusive education is only the further development of special education. 
This is especially alarming when it is noted that each child is not only a child with dis-
abilities, but is also a child with numerous other identities. If scholars and practitioners fail 
to see within-group differences in each of these groups, the children facing intersectional 
discrimination will be rendered invisible or will be underserved concerning the specific 
needs they have. There is a need in inclusive education to challenge the status quo by dis-
rupting educational policies and practices that maintain the focus on children with disabili-
ties, while continuing to marginalize others, including those for whom two or more axes of 
difference intersect (i.e. disability and refugee status).

To conclude, inclusive education should be grounded in a deeper understanding of the 
students served by schools nowadays and involve critical awareness of the cultural-histor-
ical legacies of (dis)advantage that permeate schools and other social institutions, particu-
larly at a time when such conditions are becoming even more complicated due to migration 
movements and globalization.

Acknowledgments Open access funding provided by University of Graz.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, 
which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 



121Intersectionality: A pathway towards inclusive education?  

1 3

as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Com-
mons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this article 
are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly 
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

References

Ainscow, M. (1999). Understanding the development of inclusive education. London: Falmer Press.
Ainscow, M., Booth, T., & Dyson, A. (2006). Improving schools, developing inclusion. Abgindon: Routledge.
Armstrong, D., Armstrong, A. C., & Spandagou, I. (2011). Inclusion: By choice or by chance? International 

Journal of Inclusive Education, 15(1), 29–39. https ://doi.org/10.1080/13603 116.2010.49619 2.
Artiles, A. J., Dorn, S., & Bal, A. (2016). Objects of protection, enduring nodes of difference: Disability 

intersections with “other” differences, 1916 to 2016. Review of Research in Education, 40(1), 777–820.
Baeten, M., & Simons, M. (2014). Student teachers’ team teaching: Models, effects, and conditions for 

implementation. Teaching and Teacher Education, 41, 92–110.
Bešić, E., Gasteiger-Klicpera, B., Buchart, C., Hafner, J., & Steitz, E. (2020). Refugee students ‘perspec-

tives on inclusive and exclusive school experiences in Austria. International Journal of Psychology,. 
https ://doi.org/10.1002/ijop.12662 .

Bešić, E., Paleczek, L., Krammer, M., & Gasteiger-Klicpera, B. (2016). Inclusive practices at the teacher 
and class level: The experts’ view. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 31(3), 1–17.

BMASK [Federal Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Consumer Protection] (2012). National action 
plan on disability 2012–2020. Strategy of the Austrian Federal Government for the Implementation of 
the UN Disability Rights Convention. Vienna: Federal Ministry of Labor, Social Affairs and Consumer 
Protection. https ://brosc huere nserv ice.sozia lmini steri um.at/Home/Downl oad?publi catio nId=225.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and research for the 
sociology of education (pp. 241–258). New York, NY: Greenwood.

Bourdieu, P. (1991). Language and symbolic power. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J. C. (1990). Reproduction in education, society, and culture. London: Sage.
Bräu, K. (2015). Soziale Konstruktionen in Schule und Unterricht-eine Einführung [Social constructions 

in school and class: An introduction]. In K. Bräu, & C. Schlickum (Eds.), Soziale Konstruktionen 
in Schule und Unterricht: Zu den Kategorien Leistung, Migration, Geschlecht, Behinderung, Sozi-
ale Herkunft und deren Interdependenzen [Social constructions in school and class: The categories 
and interdependencies of performance, migration, gender, disability, social background] (pp. 17–35). 
Opladen: Verlag Barbara Budrich.

Bronner, K., & Paulus, S. (2017). Intersektionalität: Geschichte, theorie und praxis [Intersectionality: His-
tory, theory, and practice]. Opladen: utb.

Cho, S., Crenshaw, K., & McCall, L. (2013). Toward a field of intersectionality studies: Theory, applica-
tions, and praxis. Signs, 38(4), 785–810.

Collins, P. H. (2015). Intersectionality’s definitional dilemmas. Annual Review of Sociology, 41(1), 1–20. 
https ://doi.org/10.1146/annur ev-soc-07301 4-11214 2.

Cooper, B. (2016). Intersectionality. In L. J. Disch & M. E. Hawkesworth (Eds.), The Oxford handbook of 
feminist theory (pp. 385–407). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalizing the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of antidiscrimina-
tion doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989(1), 139–167.

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against women 
of color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241–1299.

Davis, K. (2008). Intersectionality as buzzword: A sociology of science perspective on what makes a femi-
nist theory successful. Feminist Theory, 9(1), 67–85.

de Boer, A., Pijl, S. J., & Minnaert, A. (2012). Students’ attitudes towards peers with disabilities: A review 
of the literature. International Journal of Disability, Development and Education, 59(4), 379–392.

Farrell, P., Dyson, A., Polat, F., Hutcheson, G., & Gallannaugh, F. (2007). SEN inclusion and pupil achieve-
ment in English schools. Journal of Research in Special Educational Needs, 7(3), 172–178. https ://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1471.

Feyerer, E. (2012). Der Umgang mit besonderen Bedürfnissen im Bildungswesen [Dealing with special needs 
in the education system]. https ://www.inklu sion-onlin e.net/index .php/inklu sion-onlin e/artic le/view/33.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603116.2010.496192
https://doi.org/10.1002/ijop.12662
https://broschuerenservice.sozialministerium.at/Home/Download?publicationId=225
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-soc-073014-112142
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1471
https://www.inklusion-online.net/index.php/inklusion-online/article/view/33


122 E. Bešić 

1 3

García, S. B., & Ortiz, A. A. (2013). Intersectionality as a framework for transformative research in special 
education. Multiple Voices for Ethnically Diverse Exceptional Learners, 13(2), 32–47.

Gillborn, D. (2015). Intersectionality, critical race theory, and the primacy of racism: Race, class, gender, 
and disability in education. Qualitative Inquiry, 21(3), 277–287.

Grant, C. A., & Zwier, E. (2011). Intersectionality and student outcomes: Sharpening the struggle against 
racism, sexism, classism, ableism, heterosexism, nationalism, and linguistic, religious, and geographi-
cal discrimination in teaching and learning. Multicultural Perspectives, 13(4), 181–188.

Hancock, A. (2007). When multiplication doesn’t equal quick addition: Examining intersectionality as a 
research paradigm. Perspectives on Politics, 5(1), 63–79.

Jiménez-Castellanos, O., & García, E. (2017). Intersection of language, class, ethnicity, and policy: Toward 
disrupting inequality for English language learners. Review of Research in Education, 41(1), 428–452.

Kozleski, E., Artiles, A., & Waitoller, F. (2014). Equity in inclusive education: A cultural historical compar-
ative perspective. In L. Florian (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of special education (Vol. 2, pp. 231–249). 
London: SAGE Publications. https ://doi.org/10.4135/97814 46282 236.n16.

Luciak, M., & Biewer, G. (2011). Equity and inclusive education in Austria: A comparative analysis. In A. 
Artiles, E. Kozleski, & F. Waitoller (Eds.), Inclusive education: Examining equity of five continents 
(pp. 17–44). Cambridge: Harvard Education Press.

Maxim, H. H. (1998). Authorizing the foreign language student. Foreign Language Annals, 31(3), 407–431.
Minda, G. (1995). Postmodern legal movements. Law and jurisprudence at century’s end. New York: Uni-

versity Press.
Mittler, P. (2006). Working towards inclusive education: Social contexts. London: David Fulton.
Nash, J. C. (2008). Re-thinking intersectionality. Feminist Review, 89, 1–15.
Reicher, H. (2010). Building inclusive education on social and emotional learning: Challenges and per-

spectives—A review. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 14(3), 213–246. https ://doi.
org/10.1080/13603 11080 25042 18.

Siebert, H. (2004). Sozialkonstruktivismus—Gesellschaft als Konstruktion [Social constructivism: Society 
as construction]. JSSE, 3(2), 95–103.

Slee, R. (2001). Social justice and the changing directions in educational research: The case of inclusive edu-
cation. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 5(2–3), 167–177. https ://doi.org/10.1080/13603 
11001 00358 32.

Smyth, E., & McCoy, S. (2009). Investing in education: Combating educational disadvantage. ESRI 
Research, 6, 1–55.

Specht, W., Seel, A., Stanzel-Tischler, E., & Wohlhart, D. (2007). Individual support within the Austrian 
education system. Strategies for the development of quality in special needs education. Graz: Bun-
desinstitut für Bildungsforschung, Innovation und Entwicklung des Bildungswesens. http://www.cison 
line.at/filea dmin/kateg orien /Bifie _2007.pdf.

Sullivan, A., & King, T. (2010). Considering intersections of difference among students identified as disabled 
and expanding conceptualizations of multicultural education. Race, Gender & Class, 17(1–2), 93–109.

UNESCO (2005). Guidelines for inclusion: Ensuring access to education for all. Paris: UNESCO.
UNESCO (2009). Policy guidelines on inclusion in education. Paris: UNESCO.
UNESCO IBE [International Bureau of Education] (2008). Defining an inclusive education agenda: Reflec-

tions around the 48th session of the International Conference on Education. Geneva: UNESCO IBE.
Vislie, L. (2003). From integration to inclusion: Focusing global trends and changes in the Western Euro-

pean societies. European Journal of Special Needs Education, 18(1), 17–35.
Waitoller, F. R., & Artiles, A. J. (2013). A decade of professional development research for inclusive education: 

A critical review and notes for a research program. Review of Educational Research, 83(3), 319–356.
Waitoller, F. R., & Kozleski, E. B. (2013). Working in boundary practices: Identity development and learn-

ing in partnerships for inclusive education. Teaching and Teacher Education, 31, 35–45.
Walgenbach, K. (2017). Heterogenität-Intersektionalität-Diversity in der Erziehungswisseschaft [Heteroge-

neity-intersectionality-diversity in educational science]. Stuttgart: utb.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps 
and institutional affiliations.

Edvina Bešić (Bosnia and Herzegovina), formerly a post-doctoral researcher at the Institute for Profes-
sional Development in Education, University of Graz, Austria, is currently a professor for inclusive educa-
tion and didactics at the Teacher Education College Styria. Her research areas are inclusive education of 
students with special educational needs and migrant students, intercultural education, intersectionality, and 
participatory research with children.

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446282236.n16
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603110802504218
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603110802504218
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603110010035832
https://doi.org/10.1080/13603110010035832
http://www.cisonline.at/fileadmin/kategorien/Bifie_2007.pdf
http://www.cisonline.at/fileadmin/kategorien/Bifie_2007.pdf

	Intersectionality: A pathway towards inclusive education?
	Abstract 
	Introduction
	Inclusive education: A brief definition
	Intersectionality
	Intersectionality in the context of inclusive education
	Conclusions
	Acknowledgments 
	References




