
Advancing the Right to 
Belong:

The Quest of a Civil 
Society
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A New Vision

Recognition is the act of enlargement 
that enables both sides to envisage 
new possibilities of living together.  We 
don’t simply recognize each other for 
what we are; we recognize what we 
could become together.  
Michael Ignatieff
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Developing a 
Notion of Belonging in the 
Philosophy of Education

• Merging of critical disability theory, 
equality analysis and social justice 
understandings

• Teaching anti-oppressive and  human 
rights discourse to explore ableism and 
inclusion
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Conflicting Realties

• A society of competitiveness and 
individualism motivated by capitalism

• Oppressive histories of schooling and state

• Undefined policy and definition of inclusion
• Confusion surrounding the mechanics of 

inclusive practice

• Limited knowledge of ablesim
• Little access to theoretical understandings of 

belonging as inclusive theory
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Current Educational Realities 
for Students with Disabilities

• Special Education Pedagogy is the 
Medical Model

• Child development understandings 
focus on the construct of “normal”

• Cascading services are based on 
assimilation principles
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Current Educational Realities for 
Students with Disabilities

• Funding structures are tied to 
diagnostic service 

• Equity or excellence paradox exists
• Value and recognition assigned to 

students is relative to achievement and 
mastery of academic content viewed as 
“normative”
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Using the Theory of Belonging 
to Address Limitations of 

Current Pedagogy

• Jean Vanier - Spiritual  Philosopher
• Donna Greschner - Legal Theorist and 

Constitutional Scholar
• Norman Kunc - Educator and Rights 

Activist 
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Collective Vision 

Community, Freedom
and the 

Right to Belong

Equality Rights 
and 

Legal Sanctions
Moral Obligations
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Jean Vanier

Let's rethink a new vision for our world, 
based on every human person as 
important. And that means we will have 
to change. We move from a world of 
competition where I have to appear the 
powerful one, which means crushing 
others, to becoming the cooperative 
one, the understanding one, the 
listening one, so that we can build 
something together.
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Understanding the Right to 
Belong

Inclusion is about the improving of 
schooling.  Rather than being a 
marginalized theme concerned with 
how a relatively small group of pupils 
might be attached to the mainstream 
schools, it lays the foundations for an 
approach that could lead to the 
transformation of the system itself. 
UNESCO, Salamanca, 1999
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Understanding Ableism by 
Exploring Anti-oppressive theory

• Medical Model of Disability
• Negative Responses to Disability
• What is Normal?
• Human rights infractions
• Discriminatory practice
• Comparative histories
• Lack of anti-discrimination legislation
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Why the Medical Model is 
Damaging

• The ‘medical model’ sees the disabled 
person as the problem

• Focus is on the impairment
• Calls forth stereotypes based on fear and 

pity
• Promotes patronizing attitudes
• The professional is the expert and only with 

therapeutic or pharmaceutical intervention 
will the disabled person be cured or 
rehabilitated

• Voice of the disabled person is dismissed 
and silenced
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Medical Model View

• Disabled persons live under the social 
control of societal norms that call for 
assessments

• “No assessment” equates to “no service”
• Pervasive and negative views are presented 

in popular culture, media, books, films and 
art 

• These views are further presented in the 
curriculum of universities, colleges, 
secondary schools and even elementary 
schools 
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Medical Model Thinking

‘Medical model’ thinking about us 
predominates in schools where special 
educational needs are thought of as 
emanating from the individual who is 
seen as different, faulty and needing to 
be assessed and made as normal as 
possible.  
Richard Reiser 2000
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Kunc’s Development of Value 
Formation applied to Disability

Negative Responses:
• Marginalization: avoiding, segregating and 

annihilating persons with differences
• Reform: value lies in being typical—requires 

person to be assimilated or rehabilitated
• Tolerance—promotes a culture of 

benevolence and resignation
Norman Kunc 2000
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New Ways of Seeing Disability

UNESCO’s Guidelines for Inclusion: 
Ensuring Access for All, 2005 states that 
in order for teachers and students to lead 
in societal change, teachers must be 
shown how to respond to student diversity 
by “seeing individual differences not as 
problems to be fixed but as 
opportunities for enriched learning.”
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The Social Model as a Human 
Rights Model

The social model, or human rights 
model focuses on the role of society in 
gaining equality for all its citizens 
including people with disabilities 
without them being seen a people with 
‘special needs’. Within this model, 
society has a responsibility to address 
barriers that prevent the participation 
of persons with disabilities.  



Sept 2006 Congress 2006 18

The focus shifts from fixing individuals 
to eliminating socially constructed 
barriers (meaning everything from 
prejudice to physical access barriers).  
The social model moves disability into 
the field of community 
development. Disabled people are 
perceived as active and equal 
participants of society, contributing to 
the development process.

The World Bank 2006
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The Importance of Inclusive 
Education as a Human Rights 

Approach
It involves a serious commitment to the 
task of identifying, challenging and 
contributing to the removal of 
injustices.  Part of this task involves a 
self-critical analysis of the role schools 
play in the production and reproduction 
of injustices such as disabling barriers 
of various forms.  
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It is more than mere questions of access 
that are at stake here.  It is a quest for the 
removal of policies and practices of 
exclusion and the realization of effective 
participatory democracy.  

It also involves a wider concern, that of 
clarifying the role of schools in 
combating institutional discrimination in 
relation to, for example, the position of 
disabled people in society.
Len Barton 1997
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Defending Inclusive Education 
as a Human Right

CONVENTION ON THE RIGHTS OF 
PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES:  
ARTICLE 3 - PRINCIPLES

ARTICLE 24 - EDUCATION
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International Instruments to 
Support Inclusive Education

•Universal Declaration of Human Rights
•Convention on the Rights of the Child
•Standard Rules on the Equalization of 
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities
•Salamanca Statement and Framework for 
Action
•Dakar Declaration on the Education Rights 
of Children
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Vanier’s Philosophy of Belonging

• Seeking truth
• Recognizing histories
• Understanding struggle
• Belonging to community
• Valuing each person as sacred
• Inclusion and belonging as avenues to 

a culture of peace
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Vanier’s Philosophy of Belonging

A culture of peace implies an acceptance of 
each person with their gifts and their weakness, 
helping each one to rediscover his/her dignity 
and place in the human community. In a culture 
of peace, people who are stronger are 
encouraged to recognize and accept their own 
weaknesses, and to serve and give support to 
those who are more vulnerable and to help them 
discover their own capacities. In a culture of 
peace each person is seen as unique, important 
and sacred. 
Letter, June 2006
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Understanding Principles of 
Equality

• Establishment of a barrier free society 
• Moving towards a re-structuring of 

society so all persons can participate
• Addressing discrimination by 

recognizing and valuing differences in 
humanity

• Promotion of accommodation vs. 
assimilation
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Advancing Equality

• Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms –
Section 15

Every individual is equal before and under the law 
and has the right to the equal protection of the la w 
without discrimination and, in particular, without 
discrimination based on race, national or ethnic 
origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or 
physical disability.

• Canadian Human Rights Act
• Saskatchewan Human Rights Act
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Greschner’s “Full Membership”
Model of Equality

• Section 15 of Canada’s Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms protects each 
citizen’s right to belong to several 
distinct communities

• The Right of Belonging as applied to:
The Human Community
Political Communities
Identity Groups
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Greschner’s “Full Membership”
Model of Equality

Primary Purpose of Section 15 of the Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms is to over come and 
prevent exclusion not only…by explicit 
membership criteria—the formal rules of 
exclusion—but also by more indirect and 
less formal ways in which people are marked 
as second class, as less than full members, 
and not permitted to participate fully in the 
opportunities and riches of a society.  (2002) 
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Greschner’s “Full Membership”
Model of Equality

• Calls for the Right to Belong as a 
protected equality right of all 
Canadians

• Sees schools as important community 
institutions and the exclusion of 
belonging to such as an equality 
infringement
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Greschner’s “Full Membership”
Model of Equality

Education has such importance to 
individual dignity and community 
interests that participation in the 
educational system indubitably 
constitutes an aspect of full 
membership [and she believes the] 
direct exclusion from such an 
important institution would violate 
section 15. (1998)
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Greschner’s “Full Membership”
Model of Equality

• Belonging is the only insurance of 
citizenship for disabled persons as 
it guarantees access to the 
membership of “all” which 
constitutes the essence of a civil 
society.  Donna Greschner 2002
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Valuing as a Response to 
Disability

• The only acceptable view
• Diversity is embraced and disability is 

seen as typical
• Life circumstances are accepted and 

although recognized as challenges, are 
NOT SEEN AS TRAGEDY
Norman Kunc 2000
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Kunc’s Social Justice Response to 
Belonging

• Belonging is a right, not a privileged 
status that is earned

• The fundamental principle of inclusive 
education is the valuing of diversity 

• Belonging is a precursor for growth 
and development for all humans
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Kunc’s Social Justice Response to 
Belonging

• Membership of the classroom is a 
panacea for human rights

• Believes all children understand 
interdependence and will promote 
belonging and acceptance of others 
within the membership of the 
classroom
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A New Model of Understanding 
Disability

• Interdisciplinary approach in the 
study of educational pedagogy

• Promotes collaborative inquiry
• Abandons the medical model of 

disability for a new social model of 
disability 
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A New Model of Understanding 
Disability

• Defends the development of 
inclusive education policy from the 
theoretical base of the RIGHT TO 
BELONG

• Promotes inclusive education 
practice as a community 
development process  
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Dedicated to Mackenzie 
White and the children 
of the world
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Margaret Kress White acknowledges the 
following persons for their vision of an 

inclusive world:
• Jean Vanier
• Donna Greschner
• Norman Kunc
• Len Barton
• Richard Reiser
• Michael Ignatieff 
• Robert Regnier
• Maureen O’Hara Jolly
• Thousands of advocates and scholars speaking and 

writing about a world in which every person is valued 
and belongs.


