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Abstract

This Essay is concerned with the relationship between special and general education. Two elements of this relationship are highlighted. The first focus to be discussed is the claim that there is a dependency between the development of general education and the use of special education. Historically education was offered to few people, hence marginalization and exclusion from education was not a problem – on the contrary exclusion has been an important task for education. The historical development and practice of general education was highly dependent on a system of homogenisation and special education has played a crucial role to support this development – creating a dependency between the two fields. Historically education was offered a few people, hence and marginalization and exclusion from education was not a problem – on the contrary exclusion , it has been an important task for education. However, with the rise of compulsory education more and more people should be able to succeed at school. Here I claim that education is seen as successful if 80% of the students succeed. In an environment of education for all, the remaining 20% could be supported by for example special education. The second focus of this essay is the core of special education itself.. The historical tradition of special education is based on this equation: a person’s ability - society's demands = (diss) ability. This understanding has created knowledge within the field of special education that clearly leads to marginalization and exclusion. When raising the challenge of reimagining special education this essential part of special education must be questioned. In this essay I draw on the theoretical framework of Vygotsky and his understanding of the fundamentals of defectology in order to establish an alternative to the traditional negative approach in special education. The most important contribution in this approach is the emphasis on the social element of learning. Learning takes place in a social context and humans need to find strategies for coping with the challenge for social participation. Vygotsky describes this strategy as compensation - that is individual strategies that a person uses to find solutions to solve social demands. These individual strategies should be the starting point for reimagining special education and to establish a positive individuality in education to support inclusion. 

Point of interest

How to understand the relationship between general and special education is discussed in this essay. General, hence education that is not defined as special, education is dependent on special education to create a homogeneous learning environment in general school settings (Gjessing, 1974). Special education has a history of focusing on negative personal abilities, often referred to as disability, and this results in a strategy that leads to the exclusion of learners on the basis of this equation: a person’s ability- society's demands = (diss) ability. Vygotsky’s description of defectology is presented as a positive alternative for theory formation and practice in special education. The theoretical understanding of compensation is outlined as a positive strategy for a new individual oriented pedagogy to support inclusion. 
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Introduction

As stated by Rix and colleagues (2013), there is not one global understanding of special education, other than that it is something different than general education. There is a global idea that there is something that can be described as special education and it is linked to resources and alternative learning environments, but when we start to go more into depth on what this alternative really means, there are huge differences between countries (Rotatori et al., 2014). The same plurality is seen in the understanding of inclusive education (e.g., Amori et al., 2019) when theoretical and practical elements of inclusive education are reviewed in the research literature. To clearly define the fields of special education and inclusion in general terms is therefore problematic. However, it is possible to state that there is a tension between special education and inclusion regarding how we define professional knowledge (e.g., Brantlinger, 1997; Rix, 2020), and how we look at the role of humans in education (e.g., Hausstätter, 2011). It might be claimed that inclusion builds on a more individual, humanistic, approach to human differences, than what has dominated special education (e.g., Hausstätter, 2013), hence inclusion is supported by policy development in many countries as a statement for democracy and good governance. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160372868][bookmark: _Hlk160372904]Following this striving towards “good”, a central aim, when inclusion was introduced into education almost thirty years ago, was that the need for additional special education would become redundant or at least be reduced (Kiupis & Hausstätter, 2014). Despite this, special education is still an important part of the educational system in many countries (Rix et al., 2013), so no clear reduction in the use of special education has taken place. In fact, the growth in the use of special education has raised the question of what its role actually is, and how it relates to inclusion (Rix, 2015). There are clearly several reasons why special education is still very much used in schools, e.g. it is part of a tradition and it claims “hands on” solutions to established challenges in the educational system (Vik & Hausstätter, 2023). However, in this essay I will focus on the relationship between general education and special education. In particular, I will refer to Vygotsky’s theory of defectology, and how this theory may be applied to possibly bridge the gap between special education and inclusion. 
[bookmark: _Hlk160373136]The relationship between general and special education is often overlooked when inclusion is being discussed. Richardson and Powell (2011) emphasize the common historical and cultural development of both general and special education, and how this common development should be considered when examining the complexity of the educational system. I believe this relationship is important because it has led to a dependency between special and general education, a dependency that is linked to the way we organize education, both structurally, and in relation to the pedagogical methods we use in teaching. Special education is linked to various educational practices; it also plays a crucial role in the legitimization of general education.
[bookmark: _Hlk160373202]In the first part of this essay, I will outline what is meant by ‘dependency’, and investigate what makes special education a necessity in relation to general education. Important in this context is individualized learning, which takes into account the abilities and backgrounds of each student; individualized learning is a central element of modern general education (Olsen & Haug, 2020). It is important to be aware of this increased focus on individualized learning when examining the relationship between general and special education, because the principles of a “good general education” have, historically, provided the basis for the development of special education. Moreover, individualized learning has, over a long period, provided legitimization for special education (Gjessing, 1974; Vygotsky, 1993; Hausstätter, 2023). 


The essence of marginalization in education

[bookmark: _Hlk160373712]Education is the influence exercised by the adult generation on those who are not yet ready for social life. Its object is to stimulate and develop the child a certain number of physical, intellectual and moral states, which are demanded of him by both the political society as a whole and by the particular milieu for which he is specifically designed (Emil Durkheim, 1972: 204 (published as: Education et sociologie 1922))
[bookmark: _Hlk160373742]This definition of education by Emil Durkheim is well over 100 years old, but it is still relevant today. Education should prepare children for their participation in social life. It should shape them within a given framework, with the aim of contributing to, and supporting, the social and political environment of which they are a part. Hence in Durkheims framework education is about developing some skills that are necessary to have in order to be an active participant in society. A different approach to education can be exemplified by Freire (2005) when he describes how education can be used to liberate people from a dominant oppressing political order leading to a different society with the need for other kinds of knowledge. However, in both cases, education is not a random project, but guided and controlled by several factors that set guidelines and clear boundaries for how children and young adults should learn, develop, and succeed within the established system.
[bookmark: _Hlk160373772]It might be said that education is about learning what it means to be human (Biesta, 2014). On the other hand, it can also be said that only a small part of what students learn at schools is formally assessed (Hausstätter, 2013b). Thus, school assessment is directed towards specific areas that are highlighted as important, and the competences and skills of the individual student are assessed in relation to these specific areas; in other words, the school has an obvious goal and intention in providing education that students need to embrace (Wilson, 2000). The system of assessment measures the degree of achievement of learners in relation to goals set by the school. Grading is used to assess the student's work; some students achieve high scores, while others are given lower scores. As implied in Durkheim’s (1972) definition above, education prepares children to adapt to the social order, so they can participate in social life. Exactly how they participate in social life is also determined in relation to how they have been assessed as students. In other words, the social order to some extent sorts people into groups determined by how they have been assessed by the education system. This social organization has been an inherent part of social life as far back as antiquity, as is evidenced in the writings of Plato (2003) specifically, the “Republic;” this principle has become an important part of the foundation of most education systems. It is important to be aware of this fundamental feature of the educational system when discussing inclusion. On the basis of the above discussion, this is important to keep in mind, because it might be said that education also excludes people, that is, that the educational system is in essence not inclusive (Hausstätter & Nordahl, 2013; Hausstätter, 2013). That is to say, education sorts people into groups based on how well they do academically; thus, some people are ‘excluded’ in favour of others. It might also be said that special education has played a central role in the process of exclusion of troublesome elements in the educational setting. 
Another important point to consider when reflecting on the role of special education, is the role of resources The educational system may be said to be organised within the following parameters: to educate as many as possible, with as much knowledge as possible, as quickly as possible, in the most resource efficient way (Hausstätter, 2013). Much school-oriented research is focused on these parameters. These parameters may not be explicit in the educational debate, but they play an important role in policy making and in educational research. For instance, the learning goals by age group, the number of teaching hours for each subject, the limits to class size (the maximum number of students), and effective teaching methods, are all topics of educational policy and research that can be linked to the parameters mentioned above. Inclusion has also been linked to this debate with regard to how it can have a positive effect in relation to educational goals, and how inclusion is a cost-effective means of supporting students with special educational needs (Mitchell, 2008).

20% marginalization 

One result of the school being organized in the way described above is that it leads to a group of children not benefiting from general education. Hausstätter (2013) claims that within the regular school system, it is accepted that 20% of the students will fail to achieve satisfactory outcomes. With reference to historical data in the UK, Norway, and Finland, this might be viewed as being a universal feature of the education systems in these countries (Warnock report, 1978; Nordahl, 2018). Historically, this has not been a significant problem, because in reality these education systems have not been overly focused on giving all children and young people equal opportunities. In other words, it has been, and partly still is, legitimate to exclude some students from the educational system in general, either through academic requirements and tests, or through institutional organizations, such as special schools and special groups. Consequently, a central problem faced by inclusive education is that challenges regarding inclusion need to be solved within the framework of an old system that was not designed to include everybody. In this context, there are two main areas that are especially problematic: the level of knowledge is relative, and the student body is heterogeneous. 
The relative level of knowledge is linked to the school’s goal of providing children and young people with formal knowledge, which has been consolidated through the frameworks of social and cultural development. These frameworks are relative; in other words, they change as society changes – so children and young people do not learn the same things at school today as children did 30, 60 or 100 years ago. It might be said that students today probably learn significantly more compared to students in the past; that is, high-performing students learn more, and low-performing students also learn more. This may very well be the case, but today, 20% of the students still do not achieve satisfactory results (Nordahl, 2018). This may be related to the fact that the school’s level of knowledge is relative, that it changes, and that these changes are expressed in curricula, schoolbooks, and other learning resources that the school uses. The only constant within this situation, regarding the present-day and the past, seems to be the 20% of the students who experience ‘failure’ at school.
Another important point is that today a vast majority of school systems need to deal with an ever-increasing heterogeneous student population. In the historical past, education was for the few. Today’s educational systems aim to include ‘everyone’. Regarding today’s heterogeneous student population, this includes diverse groups, such as students with various disabilities; students with diverse national, cultural and political backgrounds; students with a spectrum of gender identities; and students from war-torn regions. All of these groups need to adapt to an education system with increasing academic demands. However, among these various groups of students, there are many who do not benefit adequately from the formalized, cultural-dependent, education system.

Still 80%

Consequently, the educational system, the school and the teachers, have to deal with both a relative field of knowledge and a heterogeneous student population; in this context, they need to establish a framework in order to assess whether or not the education that is provided is satisfactory. Hausstätter (2013) claims that this assessment is based on the aim that the majority of students should achieve satisfactory results. If 20% of the student body does not achieve satisfactory results, then correspondingly, 80% achieve satisfactory results. In other words, as long as a significant majority of the students benefit from the education that is offered, then this is viewed as an educational system that is functioning satisfactorily.
However, in an educational system that should be for everyone, it is viewed as problematic that two out of ten students do not achieve acceptable results. Various solutions, formal and informal, have been used to solve this problem. During the last 150 years, the most common formal strategy has been to use special education. This has taken two main forms: either special schools, or integrated solutions within the regular educational system. These formal strategies have been aimed at providing support that is in the best interest of the student receiving special education; for example, individualized teaching plans adapted to the specific disability. Such plans often require: the allocation of extra resources; a focus on the need for specific knowledge about the disability in question; the need for alternative teaching and learning environments; and the need to establish alternative learning goals, instead of following a national curriculum. 
Such solutions may have good intentions, but in reality, this often involves implementing strategies to reduce the heterogeneity of the student population. In other words, this process of homogenization is still very much an active part of how we organize and understand ‘good’ education. By singling out students who need more support, a reduction in the complexity of the regular teaching is achieved (Rix, 2020). Special educational provisions thus often contribute to separating children and young people from the regular education, because they are perceived as being ‘different’; this has the effect of reducing the challenges encountered when providing 'regular' education. As discussed above, this idea of imposing organization into homogeneous groups is very much embedded in how we perceive what is constituted by ‘good’ education; the provision of special education is thus a central element in this process of providing ‘good’ education in general.

The marginalizing aspect of special education

General education is organized into different fields. As an academic, you can focus on didactic approaches, or on specific fields, such as educational philosophy, history, psychology, sociology, technology, and so on. Another approach is to focus on institutional levels, such as primary, secondary or adult education. General education is thus organized into various fields and areas, where the individual academic development is, to a certain extent, at the margins of knowledge development, that is, at the centre is scientific knowledge that is linked to institutions, culture, academic fields, organizational and didactic strategies, and areas of policy (Vik & Hausstätter, 2022). 
On the other hand, it might be said that the field of special education is organized in a radically different way. Ideally, special education has a focus on the individual, and the limitations the person has in the learning environment. Historically, this has often involved a medical approach to disability, where the disability is viewed as something inherent to the individual. Consequently, the field of special needs has had a focus on precise descriptions of pathological problems, and strategies to reduce the consequences of these problems. The principle of medical treatment is the ideal – you find the problem and solve it, so that it disappears, or that it makes it possible to live with it. Because special education is mainly based on this medical model, it is presented as something positive, something that promises changes that can contribute to a solution. This might be compared to visiting a doctor when we have a health issue in order to get help. This medical approach to special education has a dominant position in society, both politically and practically (Vik & Hausstätter, 2022).
Within the traditional and categorical framework for special educational practice, the following can be viewed as the starting point for knowledge and action: a person’s abilities - society's demands = (diss) ability. This logic is applicable in the diagnosis tradition that special education makes use of, i.e. the description of the distance between society’s framework of normality, and the individual’s ability to correspond to this normality. The important element here is that special education traditionally focuses on human abilities in a negative sense, in that the individual has skills, or lack of skills, in relation to the needs of society. This negative aspect of overly focusing on the individual, and her/his ability, or lack of ability, to adapt to social norms was pointed out by Vygotsky (1929/1993) almost 100 years ago; that is to say, a negative pedagogical approach that views children in terms of their errors and shortcomings.

The special 

Being different, being ‘special’ and standing out, is not in itself a problem. Many people want to stand out, be unique in sports, assert themselves in working life and in social environments. In many situations and contexts, being ‘special’ is something positive and something many people want to achieve. However, the ‘special’ in special education is something that has negative associations, meaning something other than the usual and the norm, that requires having different and extra needs (Hausstätter, 2010). Being ‘special’ in a special educational context is therefore clearly negative, at least historically. Using negative descriptions reinforces undesirable processes in education, placing clear limitations on a child’s opportunities to achieve a satisfactory social position. These negative descriptions are in the next phase often organized into categories and groups of people that further reinforce marginalization of these groups. 
To achieve homogeneity and predictability, general education has an established tradition of grouping students according to age (in some cultures gender and race are also used as variables for homogenisation). Following the idea of grouping that is used in general education, special education has developed its own homogenizing strategy in relation to diagnostic procedures that group children, young people, and adults, into various categories. This strategy tends to reinforce ‘differences’, because it is based on the various general limitations that students may have. A fundamental problem here is that the use of categorization re-introduces the problem created by regular education – knowledge is viewed in relation to group level. In its consequences, grouping into categories (e.g. diagnoses) tends to make special education anti-individualistic; thus, the goal of individual-oriented education is therefore challenged. In this context, it may be said that special education contributes to educational marginalization. 

The positive need for individualization

As already pointed out, the tradition of categorization in special education is problematic because it undermines the potential of individualization, i.e., an approach where the individual is the core of the teaching process. By contrast, focusing on the individual has the possibility to make an important contribution to education. Individualized education builds on a student’s ability to learn and develop. By keeping a strong focus on individualization – the learning process of each single student, there is a potential for developing new knowledge about the process of learning. Through a thorough individualized approach, special education has thus the potential for development and change of direction within its own field, and also within the subject areas of general education, as well as within the social environment (Hausstätter & Snipstad, 2022). In this way, research based on special education and inclusive frameworks can help raise questions about general educational theory and knowledge development, through problematizing educational theories that are implicitly based on exclusion (Hausstätter, 2022; Rix, 2020). Consequently, the field of special education can be viewed as having the potential, through its individualised focus, of contributing to general education’s goal of achieving satisfactory inclusion. But in order for special education to realize this contribution, it needs to provide an alternative to its negative departure point regarding individualization. 

Defectology as a possible alternative? 
The name Hilfisschule seems degrading to both parents and children. It inflicts a stamp, as it were, of inferiority on the pupil. The child does not want to attend a “school for fools.” The demeaning social status associated with a “school for fools” partially affects even the teachers. They are, somehow, on a lower level than teachers in a school for normal children (Vygotsky 1929/1993: 35)
Every disability, whether it be blindness, deafness, or mental retardation, not only destroys the child’s ability to respond to the physical world, but also influences his relationships with people. A disability is a kind of “social dislocation”; brought about by a relationship of the child to his environment. And although the disability itself (blindness, deafness) is a biological fact, the educator is confronted not so much by biological facts as by their social consequences. Therefore, the education of such a child comes down to straightening out these social dislocations. The goal of the teacher is to help the child live in this world, and to create compensations for his or her physical shortcoming... so that the disruption of social relationships is repaired in another way. (Vygotsky in Vygodskaya, 1999: 331) 
Smagorinsky (2012) points out the relationship between Vygotsky’s cultural background and his theories of human learning. Vygotsky’s perspectives on participation, marginalization, and learning can partly be explained by the fact that being Jewish, and living in Belarus, which was a republic of the USSR, meant that he was subjected to discrimination, which put him in a marginalized position. It might be said that this is also partly reflected in the way Vygotsky understands and describes "special education". His starting point is that we need to recognize and act on the basis of the fact that society is organized asymmetrically. Social institutions, structural solutions, and the tools we use to manage society are adapted to suit the majority in a society – a majority that can be said to have relatively similar perceptual, motor and cognitive "structures" (this cannot be describe as "abilities" because this is a quantitative description that leads us towards a system of ranking, where some have good, and others less than good, abilities). Society is structured around a number of challenges that people are expected to master within a given time frame, and in a specific way. This dominant social structure is often viewed as being ‘normal’ or ‘correct’, and therefore gives legitimacy to singling out and marginalizing people who are not able to master social challenges in the same way as others. This understanding of society’s structure raises two questions regarding reimagining special education. 
Firstly, as a discipline, special education needs to have knowledge of the society within which special education is practised. In other words, there needs to be an awareness of society’s mechanisms, systems and hierarchies. This knowledge will help facilitate the optimal development of the knowledge and skills of the individual student, so that he/she can become an active member of society. Secondly, as a discipline, special education needs to create a social awareness amongst other actors in society, regarding what opportunities and potential people with "defects" have for contributing to society. In a historical perspective, Vygotsky makes a point that it is precisely this – looking for potential in people – that distinguishes a Marxist society (in the 1920s), from a Western society that focuses on separating and excluding people with disabilities. 
Understanding and ‘informing’ society about the potential and opportunities that people with disabilities have, are thus important areas to focus on, when reimagining special education. Consequently, special education needs to have a clear connection to the social sciences, and direct research towards society’s barriers to participation (Hausstätter, 2023).
The third fundamental prerequisite for the field of special education is our understanding of social inequality. Vygotsky points to the West’s quantitative way of dealing with children and young adults in education – a perspective where everyone is treated in the ‘same’ way, but where students are graded according to their skills; for example, some students are graded as having good reading skills, while others are graded as having poor skills, or in maths, where students are also graded as having good or poor skills. This approach leads us to what was described above as a negative pedagogy: a person’s ability - society's demands = (diss) ability. A fundamentally opposite starting point for special education is to understand the development of children from the viewpoint of qualitative differences:

A child whose development is impeded by a defect is not simply a child less developed than his peers but is a child who developed differently […] a child in each stage of his development, in each of his phases, represents a qualitative uniqueness, i.e., a specific organic and psychological structure; in precisely the same way, a handicapped child represents a qualitatively different, unique type of development. (Vygotsky 1929/1993: 30)

In other words, a person with a disability is a qualitatively different person from others. This is not a social ranking of people, but a biological fact. People who are biologically different, experience living in the world in a qualitatively different way. A blind person lives in a different world from a sighted person. However, people who are in a biological minority will also experience greater social barriers, because society is adapted to the majority. Consequently, special education’s task should be to help the minority people find their way, so they can achieve satisfactory social participation. But this should not be done using a negative pedagogical approach as a starting point. The starting point needs to have a different pedagogy – a pedagogy that is based on a person’s individual capacity and society’s "tools".

Compensation as a special educational principle

Compensation is presented by Vygotsky as a biological capacity that we as humans have as a means to survive (Vygotsky, 1929/1993). In the following example, I will try to exemplify how this notion of compensation presents itself in an actional context of problem solving and learning. But the notion of compensation should not replace the social element of education. In this example, this means that we have to ask why a child should be challenged with this particular task, how the child can benefit from being challenged with the task, and by learning to solve it. – E.g.: A boy has been given a number of multiplication tasks on a sheet of paper. He begins to look down the paper – points to each individual task with his index finger, talks to himself about what the tasks involve, and writes the answer to the tasks he quickly recognizes, and knows the answer to. He leaves the more difficult tasks until last. When he is going to solve these difficult tasks, he counts on his fingers, and divides the tasks into smaller parts, and writes numbers next to them as a reminder; he then finally arrives at the answers to the smaller parts. His index finger and the conversation he has with himself help him to stay focused on the tasks at hand. By solving the easy tasks first, he makes the challenge more clear; he uses his fingers and auxiliary numbers to remember, and to reduce the abstract complexity. 
In this example, the boy is using a number of compensatory strategies in order to solve the tasks that have been set him. These are specific strategies that the boy has developed based on what he knows, in order to solve the mathematical tasks. Within the context of negative pedagogy, his strategies are often used as examples of mistakes and shortcomings – they are an expression of his inability to perform abstract mathematical tasks. However, within "defectology" the boy’s strategies are viewed as an expression of strength. They show ability, creativity and a willingness to find solutions to the tasks he has been given. 
Vygotsky uses similar examples to reject the idea of IQ – because it reduces human capacity to some one-dimensional variables. The ability to find strategies, to solve challenges, with the help of one’s own constructions, is instead an expression of a capacity that exceeds the reductionism of IQ – it shows the human ability to survive. This capacity should be the starting point for an individual-oriented special education. 
On this basis, special education will be able to lay the foundation for an alternative “diagnosis” based on individual strategies for meeting societal challenges. This will be a “diagnosis” that focuses on the potential that each individual has to find their place in society. This should not be confused with finding a person’s "strong side", because, implicitly, this involves a comparison of people. The potential we are talking about here is the human ability to solve tasks that one initially has problems solving. It is through seeing and understanding the individual’s strategies for compensation that special education should build its individual-oriented practice. The starting point is therefore the individual, not a categorical diagnosis; through relating to the individual, through understanding and interpretation, we can reimagine a special education strategy, which is built on the individual’s ability to compensate. In this context, we are talking about an attitude towards learning and development processes, that focuses on potential rather than on limitations, regarding children and young people who are qualitatively different. What they have in common are their efforts to find their place in a world dominated by a majority to which they do not belong. This also challenges the professional role of special education and special education strategies, because this type of "diagnosis" is based on each individual, and not on predefined categories. 
Note: In the book “the collected works of L.S. Vygotsky, Volume 2; The fundamentals of Defectology” a few of the more traditional diagnostic categories are used, such as blind, deaf-mute, retarded and difficult (relating to behaviour). This use of categorical division can be used to argue that Vygotsky did not reject such predefined categories. Part of the structure of the book are in fact organized according to such categories. This organization and the use of traditional diagnostic concept can be used to argue that the “fundamentals of defectology” does not reject the established idea of homogenization within special education. However, as I see it there are at least three reasons why this type of categorization is used in this book. The first problem faced is that the organization and structure of this book is not Vygotsky’s work. As stated in the introduction, this volume is a collection of texts written by Vygotsky in the 1920s and 1930s. The structure of the book was created in the 1980s and are thus not an obvious representation of Vygotsky’s way of using categories within the field of special education. The second element is the content. Vygotsky emphasises that being disabled is approach very differently from person to person. Some might give up and have no life goals, where as others will approach the situation with ambitions to still make a good life. In other words, there are huge variations between people, variations that are much more important to be aware off than their category of disability. The third element that is necessary to highlight when reflecting on the use of traditional categories in Vygotsky’s writing on defectology it the pedagogical element of these texts. As clearly stated, the goal of defectology is not only to change the understanding of individual needs for the profession of teachers, but to create a more fundamental change in the society. The texts on defectology are therefore directed to a broader audience and the use of specific categories can therefore also be understood as a strategy for communication; to connect known social concepts to new ways of understanding the field of defectology.
The example above is a description of psychological compensation, but knowledge development and problem solving are part of a socio-cultural context, where the “world” can contribute with various strategies to reach solutions. There are a number of tools that support people's ability to compensate for their differences. In some cases, these tools have been developed for specific disabilities, such as wheelchairs, braille, and guide dogs. However, there are also a number of tools that are not specifically designed for people with disabilities, such as the PC, text messaging used by mobile phones, and the calculator. Wheelchairs provide mobility for people who cannot walk or who have difficulty walking. Similarly, it might be said that students with a math learning disability should be able to use calculators. In other words, wheelchairs and calculators serve similar functions, in the sense that they are tools that enable people to be active social participants. The issue of which tools can be used, and the process of developing new tools, is a specialist area for special education. In particular, the link between psychological compensation, and compensation through the use of tools, is an important area for special educational practice.

Special and general education

This article, which has focused on some of the aspects of Vygotsky’s theories, amongst other things, suggests implicitly that the field of special education has alternatives to the traditional approach (Brantlinger, 1997). By focusing on an individualistic perspective, individual learning and development, policy processes and social trajectories within the education sector, and society in general, special education can contribute to the general aim of inclusive education, and education for all: Firstly, as stated in this article, a central problem faced by inclusive education is that challenges regarding inclusion need to be solved within the framework of an old system that was not designed to include everybody. A strategy towards solving this is presented here through the theoretical framework of defectology as individualization. The concept of individualization is much used in education and it can mean a lot of different things, however in the framework of compensation as presented by Vygotsky it is a particular strategy developed in the interaction between biological abilities and social/cultural possibilities with the main aim of participation. 
Secondly, the connection between special education and inclusion is important, because the number of children, young people, and adults who fall outside of established social life is increasing. In other words, there are more and more people who do not have an active place as members of society. The need to raise fundamental questions about the way in which society and its institutions are organized and function is therefore important, and special education knowledge can be an important tool when addressing these questions. 
Thirdly, historically, special education is related to general education – a relationship that clearly has elements of marginalization. However, as described above, special education theory also has the potential to raise questions that are relevant in the area of general education. This potential for change is inherent in the policy goal of inclusion in education; in this context, it might be said that inclusion practices have not offered practical solutions, regarding how general education can deal with the challenge of diversity and difference at the individual level. The individual level is clearly a focus of special education; it may therefore be able to function as a corrective to general education, to enable general education to become more inclusive. 
To sum up: I propose that the field of special education can contribute to the goal of inclusion in general education because it has the potential to offer a specific individualized strategy that both supports a learner, but also challenges the social and cultural framework of learning. However, it is still important to emphasize that there are also challenges and problems within special education – especially the way we develop traditional knowledge within this field. The dominant, categorical perspective clearly has elements that can contribute, if used uncritically, to reinforcing exclusion in education in particular, and society in general. This danger is particularly great if the special educational perspectives do not take sufficient account of the social context within which learning and development occur. 
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