International Journal of Social Impact . I ional lof
ISSN: 2455-670X | : nternzitli:nl_m __]_o_uﬂrna 1]
Volume 10, Issue 4, DIP: 18.02.702/20251004 * Social In 1pact
DOL: 1‘9'_2?215/2455/1004702 A Peer Reviewed Journal
www.ijsi.in | October-December, 2025

Inclusive Education in India: Policy Commitments,
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ABSTRACT

Inclusive education in India remains at a critical juncture, characterized by progressive policy
frameworks coupled with significant implementation challenges in diverse socioeconomic and
geographic contexts. This chapter synthesizes research evidence on inclusive education
outcomes, barriers, and emerging innovations across India, drawing on systematic reviews and
empirical studies examining classroom practices, teacher attitudes, student achievement, and
infrastructure availability. Current UDISE+ data reveal that children with special needs
(CWSN) constitute approximately 2.1 million enrolled students (0.86% of total enrollment),
falling significantly short of the National Education Policy 2020's target of 2.5-3%, with
pronounced gender disparities and geographic inequities. Research demonstrates multiple
reinforcing barriers to inclusive implementation: inadequate physical infrastructure,
insufficient teacher training and preparedness, large class sizes, limited availability of assistive
technology, and persistent societal stigma toward disability. Systematic review of 29 empirical
studies conducted in India (2011-2020) identifies lack of infrastructural facilities, narrow
curriculum design, dearth of specially-trained teachers, and negative attitudes of parents,
teachers, and peers as critical implementation barriers. However, promising innovations
provide evidence of successful inclusive education models: community-driven inclusion
initiatives in Jharkhand and Odisha; mentorship-based teacher development in Tamil Nadu
achieving 60% adoption of inclusive practices; digital assistive technology integration through
platforms like AVAZ for augmentative communication; and the Prerna initiative in
Maharashtra demonstrating 26% increases in student engagement through mobile learning kits
and peer mentorship. This chapter examines evidence on teacher attitudes, infrastructure
challenges, policy implementation gaps, student outcomes, and innovative models, providing
the empirical foundation for advancing inclusive education implementation in India's diverse
educational landscape.
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1. Policy Landscape and Commitment to Inclusive Education

1.1 Policy Framework and Legal Mandates

frameworks including the Right to Education (RTE) Act 2008, the Persons with Disabilities

Act (RPWD) 2016, and most significantly the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. The
NEP 2020 represents a paradigmatic shift in educational philosophy, establishing inclusion as
a foundational principle rather than a specialized add-on, mandating that all schools become
inclusive regardless of student diversity. The policy explicitly commits to ensuring barrier-free
school infrastructure, curriculum adaptations, teacher training emphasizing inclusive
pedagogies, and resource allocation following a 5%+1% model allocating 5% of seats to
children with special needs alongside 1% additional resources for support services.

India‘s commitment to inclusive education is embedded within comprehensive legal

Despite these strong normative frameworks, research reveals a persistent gap between policy
intent and ground-level implementation. A qualitative document analysis of NEP 2020 found
that while the policy embeds notions of inclusion across multiple domains, the translation into
practice remains inconsistent across states and districts. Schools in economically
disadvantaged regions, rural areas, and regions with weak governance infrastructure face
particular challenges operationalizing policy mandates.

1.2 Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan Implementation

The Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA), overseen by the Ministry of Education, aims to improve
school effectiveness regarding equal opportunities and equitable learning outcomes for all
children, particularly those with disabilities. Under SSA, resource teachers (termed Special
Educators under current framework) were deployed to support mainstream teachers in
educating children with disabilities. However, research identifies significant gaps in SSA
implementation: uneven resource allocation across states, variable quality and continuity of
support services, and insufficient synchronization between central policy mandates and state-
level implementation.

2. Current Status of Children with Special Needs Enrollment
2.1 UDISE+ Enrollment Data and Trends

The Unified District Information System for Education Plus (UDISE+) provides
comprehensive data on CWSN enrollment nationwide across approximately 1.47 million
schools. The UDISE+ 2024-25 report reveals that CWSN enrollment stands at approximately
2.11 million students, constituting 0.86% of total enrollment (246.93 million), significantly
below the NEP 2020 target of 2.5-3%.

Educational Level Boys Girls Total % of Level Enrollment
Pre-Primary 20,112 13,127 | 33,239 1.57%

Primary (I-V) 553,362 390,150 | 943,512 44.59%

Upper Primary (VI-VIII) 395,353 303,191 | 698,544 33.01%

Secondary (IX-X) 178,843 146,098 | 324,941 15.36%

Higher Secondary (XI-XII) | 80,282 68,740 | 149,022 7.04%

Total (I-XII) 1,207,840 | 908,179 | 2,116,019 | 0.86%
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Key Observations: Enrollment peaks at primary level (943,512 students), supported by
anganwadi linkages and identification drives, but significantly declines at higher secondary
(149,022), signaling retention issues. Gender disparities persist, with girls constituting only
42.91% (0.91 million) of CWSN enrollment, attributed to cultural biases and limited accessible
facilities for females in rural areas. Regional variations reveal significant disparities: Uttar
Pradesh (332,629; 15.72% of national CWSN enrollment) and Bihar (180,358; 8.52%)
underperform in both enrollment rates and infrastructure indicators, while Tamil Nadu and
Rajasthan demonstrate higher enrollment but still below targets.

2.2 Hidden and Underreported Disabilities

Census-based projections of children with disabilities substantially exceed UDISE+ identified
cases, indicating massive underreporting. The 2011 census identified 78.6 million disabled
children (1.7% of child population). Despite identification drives and data collection
improvements, an estimated 25% of children with disabilities aged 5-19 years and 75% of
children under five with disabilities remain completely outside formal schooling. Barriers to
identification include illiteracy, low awareness of disability, cultural stigma, and limited access
to diagnostic services, particularly in rural and tribal areas.

3. Research Evidence on Implementation Barriers
3.1 Infrastructure and Resource Constraints

Systematic review of 29 empirical studies examining inclusive education in India (2011-2020)
identifies lack of infrastructural facilities as the most frequently cited barrier, documented in
76% of reviewed studies. Schools lack essential physical infrastructure including ramps,
accessible toilets, tactile signage, modified desks, and sensory-friendly classrooms. The gap
between urban and rural infrastructure is particularly pronounced: urban schools are better
established with experienced staff updated on inclusive education, while rural schools face
severe resource constraints. Research in rural Haryana government schools found that only
17% of sampled schools possessed basic wheelchair accessibility features, and none had fully
accessible bathrooms. In tribal-concentrated areas of Jharkhand and Odisha, infrastructure
deficits interacted with remoteness to create compounded barriers: schools lacked both
infrastructure and connectivity to support services.

3.2 Teacher Preparedness and Training Gaps

Research reveals that mainstream teachers frequently lack formal training in inclusive
pedagogy and disability-responsive instruction. A study of 89 elementary teachers in Jammu
and Kashmir found that 60% displayed highly favorable attitudes toward inclusive education,
28% held average attitudes, but importantly 12% expressed low or unfavorable attitudes.
Teachers' negative attitudes correlated with occupational stress levels and perceived classroom
management challenges. A critical finding emerged examining teacher qualifications:
approximately 12% of over one million special educators nationwide lack formal qualifications
in special education, leading to underreporting and misclassification of CWSN. Teacher
training in inclusive pedagogy remains limited and frequently one-off workshops without
follow-up classroom implementation support. Contrast: Tamil Nadu's Block Resource Center
(BRC) model integrating mentoring with classroom-based follow-ups achieved inclusive
practice adoption in over 60% of participating schools, demonstrating that sustained
mentorship outperforms isolated training.
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Teacher Research Finding Impact on Inclusion

Factor

Training Status | 12% of special educators lack | Misclassification; inadequate
formal qualifications assessment of student needs

Attitude 60% highly favorable; 28% | Variability in classroom inclusion

Distribution average; 12% unfavorable practices

Age and | Younger teachers (<40 years) | Positive correlation between newer

Experience show more positive attitudes teachers and inclusive practice

Occupational Less positive attitudes correlated | Reduced capacity for differentiation

Stress with high stress levels and individualization

Classroom Teachers report role strain | Exclusionary classroom practices;

Experience managing diverse learners in large | limited participation opportunities
classes

3.3 Curricular and Pedagogical Challenges

Systematic review identified narrow curriculum design and irrelevant pedagogy as barriers in
66% of reviewed studies. Teachers report that standardized curricula with limited flexibility
constrain ability to differentiate instruction for diverse learners. Qualitative research in rural
Haryana found teachers predominantly employed teacher-centered, text-dependent pedagogy
with minimal curricular adaptation, resulting in systematic exclusion from learning for children
with disabilities.

3.4 Sociocultural Barriers and Stigma

Research documents persistent societal stigma toward disability affecting school inclusion.
Parents often harbor negative stereotypes about disability and doubt efficacy of inclusive
education, sometimes preferring home-based education or segregated special schools.
Community-based attitudes frequently reflect deficit-oriented views of disability rather than
social model perspectives emphasizing environmental barriers and inclusive design.
Qualitative research in tribal areas reveals deeply embedded beliefs among parents and
community members that children with disabilities are incapable of benefiting from
mainstream school participation.

4. Research Evidence on Student Qutcomes and Effectiveness
4.1 Academic Achievement in Inclusive Settings

Despite barriers, research provides evidence of positive outcomes for students with disabilities
in inclusive settings when quality implementation occurs. A study of inclusive education
practices in urban schools of Delhi and Bangalore found that students with learning disabilities
in inclusive classrooms demonstrated achievement levels equal to or exceeding those in
segregated special schools. Critically, students without disabilities showed no academic
disadvantage from inclusion, contradicting frequent parental concerns. The Prerna initiative in
Mabharashtra, implementing mobile learning kits and peer mentorship, documented a 26%
increase in student engagement among CWSN and measurable achievement gains across
included groups. However, outcomes depend substantially on implementation quality: schools
providing high-fidelity inclusive practices (differentiated instruction, collaborative learning,
accessible materials) achieved significantly better outcomes than those providing minimal
adaptation.
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4.2 Social Integration and Belonging

Research examining social outcomes demonstrates that social integration improves
substantially in inclusive settings when structured peer interaction opportunities exist. A
qualitative study in Karnataka inclusive schools found that peer mentorship and collaborative
learning activities increased friendship formation and peer acceptance of students with
disabilities compared to segregated settings. However, physical proximity alone proves
insufficient; intentional design of cooperative learning structures and peer support programs
was essential for generating inclusion benefits.

5. Promising Innovations and Implementation Models
5.1 Community-Driven Inclusion Models

Research in Jharkhand and Odisha tribal districts demonstrates that community-led inclusion
models achieve significant success where top-down approaches struggle. These models engage
community volunteers, local health workers, and parents in collaborative planning and
implementation of inclusive practices. Kumar and Taneja's (2023) field study in Bihar and
Uttar Pradesh found that schools engaging community volunteers in inclusive planning were
substantially more successful in retaining CWSN enrollment compared to schools
implementing standardized state programs. Community-driven models prove particularly
effective in contexts with resource constraints because they mobilize local assets rather than
depending on unavailable external resources.

5.2 Mentorship-Based Teacher Development

Mentorship models significantly outperform traditional workshop training in generating
sustained practice change. Tamil Nadu's BRC mentoring system, integrating classroom-based
coaching with peer learning communities, achieved adoption of inclusive practices in over 60%
of participating schools. Teachers in mentorship models report greater confidence
experimenting with inclusive methods, reflecting on results, and internalizing evidence-based
approaches. The Prerna initiative in Maharashtra integrated digital resources with mentoring,
expanding implementation reach beyond traditionally coached teachers.

Implementation | Location Key Features Outcomes Evidence

Model

Community- Jharkhand, | Community Increased enrollment | Kumar &

Driven Inclusion | Odisha volunteers;  local | retention;  culturally | Taneja
planning; asset | adapted practices 2023
mobilization

Mentorship- Tamil Nadu | BRC coaches; | 60%+ adoption of | State

Based Teacher classroom follow- | inclusive  practices; | evaluation

Development up; peer | sustained change data
communities

Digital Assistive | Maharashtra | Mobile  learning | 26%  increase  in | Prerna

Technology kits; augmentative | CWSN  engagement; | Initiative
communication improved accessibility | evaluation
devices
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Implementation | Location Key Features Outcomes Evidence
Model

Collaborative Multiple Teachers + | Teacher-led practice | Case
Action Research | states researchers innovation; evidence | studies

investigating local | generation; ownership
inclusion barriers

5.3 Assistive Technology Integration and Innovation

Substantial progress has occurred in assistive technology integration despite affordability and
accessibility challenges. Samarthanam's Assistive Technology Accelerator program has
modernized over 40 special schools and 200 government schools, equipping 26 schools for the
blind with computer labs and screen-reading software. Organizations like Benetech have
empowered thousands of visually impaired students across 30+ schools through digital literacy
programs initiated in 2021. The AVAZ augmentative and alternative communication (AAC)
technology has been deployed in intellectual disability schools and universities, enabling
communication for students with speech and language disabilities. However, challenges
persist: high cost of specialized assistive technologies remains prohibitive for families; limited
teacher training in assistive technology use; inadequate technical support infrastructure; and
insufficient school bandwidth for technology-dependent applications.

6. Research on Policy Implementation Gaps
6.1 Central-State-District-School Coordination Deficits

Research reveals fragmented implementation of NEP 2020 and Samagra Shiksha policies
across governance levels. Central policy mandates translate unevenly into state policies, with
state governments imposing different implementation timelines and resource allocations.
District-level coordination of inclusive education initiatives remains inconsistent, and school-
level practices frequently diverge from policy intent.

A qualitative document analysis examining NEP 2020 implementation found that while the
policy provides normative guidance on inclusion across curricular, infrastructural, and
governance domains, the operational mechanisms for achieving policy goals at school level
remain underspecified. States lack clarity regarding resource allocation formulas, procurement
procedures for assistive technology, teacher training curricula, and accountability mechanisms
for inclusion quality.

6.2 Data System Gaps and Underreporting

UDISE+ data collection processes face significant challenges leading to systematic
underreporting of CWSN enrollment. Untrained teachers misclassify or fail to identify students
with disabilities; schools lack consistent procedures for disability identification and
documentation; and variation in data entry processes creates inconsistencies across schools and
districts. The gap between UDISE+ reported enrollment (2.11 million, 0.86%) and census-
based projections (estimated 3-4% of school-age population) suggests substantial hidden cases.
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7. Systemic Enablers for Advancing Inclusive Education Implementation
7.1 Recommended Interventions

Research synthesis identifies evidence-based interventions for advancing inclusive education
in India:

Policy Implementation: Establishing clear operational guidelines translating NEP 2020
mandates into school-level practices; clarifying roles and responsibilities across governance
levels; creating accountability mechanisms measuring inclusion quality rather than mere
enrollment.

Teacher Development: Integrating inclusive pedagogy into pre-service teacher education;
providing ongoing mentorship rather than one-off training; creating professional learning
communities supporting continuous practice improvement.

Infrastructure Investment: Ring-fenced budget allocation for accessibility modifications;
decentralized procurement enabling cost reduction and local adaptation; phased improvement
plans addressing critical barriers first.

Assistive Technology: Expanding affordable, locally maintainable technology options;
training teachers in evidence-based technology integration; establishing maintenance and
support infrastructure.

Community Engagement: Culturally adapted awareness campaigns shifting attitudes;
mobilizing community participation in planning and implementation; recognizing and
supporting informal local support systems.

8. Gaps in Current Research and Future Directions

Despite accumulating research on inclusive education in India, significant gaps remain.
Longitudinal studies tracking student outcomes over time remain limited; comparative studies
examining effectiveness of different implementation models across diverse contexts are scarce;
qualitative research centering perspectives of students with disabilities and families remains
underdeveloped; and research examining intersection of disability with caste, gender, and
socioeconomic status is minimal. Future research priorities should emphasize: rigorous
implementation science examining mechanisms through which models succeed in diverse
contexts; mixed-methods studies of innovation impact on student outcomes; research on
sustainable financing and cost-effectiveness; studies of how digital transformation (pandemic-
accelerated) can enhance inclusive access; and research emphasizing equity across intersecting
marginalized identities.
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Comprehensive Framework Diagram: Barriers, Enablers, and OQutcomes in Inclusive
Education Implementation in India
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Conclusion

Research evidence demonstrates that inclusive education in India is simultaneously
characterized by progressive policy commitments, evidence of positive student outcomes when
quality implementation occurs, and substantial barriers requiring systemic intervention.
Current UDISE+ data reveal that CWSN enrollment remains far below policy targets and
estimates of actual disability prevalence, indicating that despite increased awareness and policy
emphasis, fundamental access barriers persist. Research identifies multiple reinforcing
barriers—infrastructure constraints, insufficient teacher training, large class sizes,
sociocultural stigma, and governance implementation gaps—requiring coordinated,
multisector intervention rather than isolated innovations. Promising evidence-based models
exist demonstrating that community-driven approaches, sustained mentorship, assistive
technology integration, and collaborative action research can advance inclusive practices in
diverse contexts. However, translating innovations into sustainable systemic change requires
aligned action across central, state, district, and school levels; dedicated funding streams;
teacher empowerment and professional respect; and explicit commitment to equity across
intersecting marginalized identities. As India works toward operationalizing NEP 2020's
transformative vision of inclusive education, research evidence provides both a foundation for
understanding barriers and emerging guidance for accelerating meaningful implementation
benefiting all learners.
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