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ABSTRACT 

	The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 embodies a transformative vision for inclusive and equitable education, prioritising universal access to high-quality learning opportunities. It has recommended substantial improvements to the education system, emphasising the comprehensive development of learners from early infancy through higher education. This policy underscores the importance of recognising, identifying, and nurturing the distinctive qualities of every student with complete equality and inclusion. However, keeping in view of the inclusive vision of NEP 2020 this paper will analyse the implications of NEP 2020 for Persons with Disabilities (PwD), emphasising its opportunities and challenges concerning PwD constitutional rights, educational opportunities, teacher training, and curriculum reform. Several policy papers and literatures have been analysed to achieve the objective of this article. This research not only examines the immediate obstacles encountered by persons with disabilities but also cultivates a culture of inclusiveness and opportunities that creates advantages for them. By exploring these factors, this study provides a comprehensive insight into how the policy influences the educational landscape for individuals with disabilities.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Education is fundamental for achieving full human potential, developing an equitable and just society, and promoting national development. Since from decades government of India is trying to provide the good education to all with various backgrounds. Keeping in view this vision India has implemented many policies such as National Policy on Education, 1968 and 1986, RTE 2009 and the new National Education Policy 2020. The Indian education system experienced a significant policy transformation in 2020 with the implementation of the National Education Policy 2020. Rethinking and redesigning many parts of the educational system with an emphasis on inclusive education for underprivileged student groups, such as pupils with disabilities, has been emphasized by the policy. The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act of 2016 is mentioned and supported by the policy. Part – I in chapter 6 and Part – II in Chapter 14 of NEP focus on “Equitable and Inclusive Education: Learning for All” and “Equity and Inclusion in Higher Education” respectively. This New Education policy has tried to make education system more equitable and inclusive in nature. Among its many objectives, the policy aims to address the educational needs of Persons with Disabilities (PWD), ensuring that they have the access to equitable, quality education. However, the transition from policy to practice, NEP 2020 presents numerous opportunities and challenges, particularly in the context of PWD. It recognizes the importance of inclusive education, providing a comprehensive framework to support PWD but the real challenge lies in translating these aspirations into actionable outcomes. The policy articulates that, the approach to equity and inclusion must be uniform across both school and higher education. 

“Inclusive education” means a system of education wherein students with and without disability learn together and the system of teaching and learning is suitably adapted to meet the learning needs of different types of students with disabilities. (RPwD Act 2016)

This study examines the convergence of policy and practice for persons with disabilities within the framework of NEP 2020. It seeks to examine the potential afforded by the policy, including the focus on personalised learning, accessible infrastructure, and the integration of technology in inclusive education. Simultaneously, it analyses the ongoing obstacles, such as insufficient infrastructure, a shortage of qualified instructors, and social perceptions of disabilities. This essay seeks to elucidate the deficiencies in policy and practice concerning persons with disabilities (PwD) before and after the implementation of the NEP-2020, using various governmental papers and literature pertinent to this domain. This will provide a detailed comprehension of the successful implementation of the National Education Policy to enhance educational results for persons with disabilities, assuring the realisation of inclusion and equality in practice.
	Understanding Disability
Concept
Person with disability means a person with long term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairment which, in interaction with barriers, hinders his full and effective participation in society equally with others (RPwD,2016). A disability may be visible, such as seeing a person walk with a cane, or it may be invisible, such as in the case of an intellectual disability. A disability label is not an explanation of what a person can or cannot do. (Guidelines for Providing Comprehensive Accessibility Standards for training of Persons with Disabilities, National Council for Vocational Education and Training,2024). According to World Health Organization, Disability is an umbrella term, covering impairments, activity limitations, and participation restrictions. An impairment is a problem in body function or structure; an activity limitation is a difficulty encountered by an individual in executing a task or action; while a participation restriction is a problem experienced by an individual in involvement in life situations. Thus, Disability is a complex phenomenon, reflecting an interaction between features of a person's body and features of the society in which he or she lives. As per Article 1 of UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), Persons with disabilities include those who have long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others.
	Types of Disability
The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 (RPwD Act, 2016) identifies various specified disabilities broadly classified into five categories as under:
•	Physical Disability-a condition that substantially limits one or more basic physical activities in life (i.e. walking, climbing stairs, reaching, carrying, or lifting)
•	Intellectual Disability including Specific Learning Disability, Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
•	Mental Behaviour (Mental Illness) Disability caused due to: Chronic Neurological Conditions such as Parkinson's disease and Multiple Sclerosis. 
•	Blood Disorders such as Haemophilia, Thalassemia and Sickle Cell Disease.
•	Multiple Disability 
	National Scenario of PwD
According to census 2011, there are 2.68 Crore Persons with Disabilities (PwD) in India (1.49 crore male and 1.18 crore female PwD). Even though, persons with disabilities constitute a significant percentage of the population of India, their need for meaningful employment largely remains unmet, despite implementation of “The Persons with Disabilities Act, 1995”. The present scenario of India can be summarized as follows-
A.	According to the 2011 Census, about 1.34 crore people with disabilities are in the employable age range of 15 to 59 years. About 99 lakh people with disabilities in the employable age group were non-workers or marginal workers. 
B.	Very low access of the present training infrastructure to the PwD in rural areas.
C.	Low level of involvement of the private sector in the skill training of PwD.
D.	Urgent need to scale up the skill training infrastructure in view of the huge demand- supply gap.
E.	The skill training offered by various ministries / departments to the PwD is overlapping and fragmented. 
The following three Acts are applicable in the Disability Sector: - 
A.	The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 
B.	The National Trust for the Welfare of Persons with Autism, Cerebral Palsy, Intellectual Disability and Multiple Disabilities Act, 1999
C.	Rehabilitation Council of India Act, 1992 (Guidelines for Providing Comprehensive Accessibility Standards for training of Persons with Disabilities, National Council for Vocational Education and Training, 2024).
2. Opportunities of the Persons with Disabilities (PwD) In NEP 2020

•	Inclusive and Equitable Access to Education: 
NEP 2020 aims to achieve the SDG4, ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all by 2030.The policy aims to bridge social category gaps in access, participation, and learning outcomes in school education, focusing on equity and inclusion in higher education. 
	Ensuring the inclusion and equal participation of children with disabilities in ECCE and the schooling system has given highest priority in this policy. Children with disabilities will be enabled to fully participate in the regular schooling process from the Foundational Stage to higher education.
	NEP:2020 has categorised the students with disabilities under socio-economically Disadvantaged groups (SEDGs). It has the progressive vision about the equal access, participation and quality education of students from SEDGs at all stages.
	The Policy also has recognized the importance of creating enabling mechanisms for providing Children with Special Needs (CWSN) or Divyang, the same opportunities of obtaining quality education as any other child.
	At the higher education level, students, scholars and researchers with disabilities are prioritised in terms of equitable access to quality Education.
•	Choice of School: 
In NEP 2020 as per the RPWD Act, special schools are considered as a realistic option for children with benchmark disabilities. Resource centres in conjunction with special educators will support the rehabilitation and educational needs of learners with severe or multiple disabilities and will assist parents/guardians in achieving high quality home schooling and skilling for such students as needed.
•	Inclusive Curriculum and Pedagogy 
This policy encourages the development of a curriculum that is flexible and caters the diverse learning needs. A particular focus is given to Indian Sign Language (ISL) which will be standardized across the country. National and State curriculum materials developed for the students with hearing impairment. NEP:2020 has given much importance to learn in local languages which will be helpful for a significant number of students with disabilities. Deaf students will largely use sign language and deaf blind students will use tactile sign language. The school curriculum will include, human values such as respect for all persons, empathy, tolerance, human rights, gender equality, non-violence, global citizenship, inclusion, and equity. Thus, Following the provisions of the RPWD Act 2016 and all its recommendations with regard to school education NCERT will ensure that consultations are held with expert bodies such as National Institutes of DEPwD. While preparing the National Curriculum Framework.
•	Special Educator
This policy has realised the need of Recruitment of special educators with cross-disability training, and for the establishment of resource centres, wherever needed, especially for children with severe or multiple disabilities.
•	Support Services and Specialized Resources
NEP 2020 may lead to the establishment of support services, such as special educators, counsellors, and assistive technology, to address the specific needs of students with disabilities. This can enhance the overall learning experience and provide necessary assistance. It includes improved physical infrastructure, such as ramps and elevators, making schools and colleges more accessible for individuals with mobility challenges. 

•	Promotion of Assistive Technologies and Tools
The policy encourages the integration of assistive technologies in the learning environment. Addition of Assistive devices and appropriate technology-based tools, as well as adequate and language-appropriate teaching-learning materials (e.g., textbooks in accessible formats such as large print and Braille) has been considered helpful for children with disabilities to integrate them more easily into classrooms and engage with teachers and their peers.
•	Inclusive Assessment and Evaluation Methods:
The National Evaluation Centre proposes PARAKH as a kind of assessment that is fair to all children, regardless of their socioeconomic status. PARAKH will also release recommendations for the evaluation of youngsters with learning challenges. This could involve modifications in examination formats, alternative assessment methods, and accommodations for individuals with disabilities during evaluations. In addition, there is a concern over FLN's evaluation standards, which could result in students being branded as learning challenged or recommended for special education.
•	Teacher Training:
It gives more importance to the trainings of the teachers like-shorter post B.Ed. certification courses to the teachers, who may wish to move into more specialized areas of teaching, such as teaching of students with disabilities. Thus, Teachers may receive training to employ inclusive teaching methods, ensuring that individuals with disabilities can actively participate in the learning process. It also addresses the issue of shortage of special educators. The awareness and knowledge of how to teach children with specific disabilities (including learning disabilities) is prioritised. 
•	Promotion of Inclusive Attitudes and Awareness:
This policy has emphasised on inclusive education that can contribute to fostering positive attitudes and awareness among students, teachers, and the community. This can lead to a more inclusive culture within educational institutions and society at large. 
•	Community Engagement and Collaboration: 
NEP 2020 has realised the need of change in school culture. As per this policy All participants in the school education system, including teachers, principals, administrators, trained social workers and counsellors and students, will be sensitized to the requirements of all students, the notions of inclusion and equity, and the respect, dignity, and privacy of all persons.
•	Legal Protections and Rights:
Following the recommendations of RPWD 2016, NEP 2020 may reinforce legal protections and rights for individuals with disabilities in the education system. This can include safeguards against discrimination, provision of reasonable accommodations, and the enforcement of accessibility standards.
3. CHALLENGES FOR PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES (PWD) IN VIEW OF NEP 2020
The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 aims to transform the education system by promoting inclusivity and ensuring equitable and quality education for all children, including those with disabilities, despite significant practical challenges.
•	Budgetary allocations
The concurrent list of education in India involves the allocation of budgets between the Union and State. However, the Central government's decline in investment has increased the financial burden on states. The lack of transparency in State budgets regarding education allocation and utilization remains a significant challenge. Historically, a significant portion of funds has been diverted towards school education, leaving higher education highly unfunded. This disparity persists even after six years.
The school education system, which provides a major portion of funds for elementary education, faces challenges in providing adequate infrastructure for secondary education and teacher training. Budgets for various schemes, such as SMSA, Mid-day Meal, and the National Scheme for Incentive to Girl Child for Secondary Education, have been underfunded. In 2020-21, SMSA received Rs 38,750 crore, while Mid-day Meal received Rs 1,100 crore in 2019-20, remaining unchanged.
•	Persistently Low Enrolment
The UDISE data and UDISE+ data reveal a persistently low enrolment of children with disabilities in India's school education system. In 2013-14, enrolment for children with disabilities was 1.08%, declining to 0.85% in 2018-19. This trend is evident even in front-runner states like Kerala, where 3.27% CWSN/Children with disabilities enrolled in all school managements. The NITI Aayog reports on the SDG 4 goal, indicating poor enrolment of students with disabilities even in front-runner states. Only 29.47% of schools across the country have children with disabilities enrolled in them in 2018-19, with wide inter-state variation.
The UDISE+ 2018 data shows that in India, primary schools have the highest percentage of children with disabilities in the education system, with only 0.48% of schools having CWSN/Children with disabilities enrolments at the junior/higher secondary level. This pattern of sharp drops in participation in higher education is evident even in earlier years. The 2020 NEP recognises this in section 6.2.1, where it references UDISE data from 2016-17 to show a decline in enrolment of students with disabilities from basic to higher secondary levels of 1.1% to 0.25%. These decreases are far greater than those of other vulnerable groups, such as students from scheduled castes (19.6 to 17.3%) and scheduled tribes (10.6 to 6.8%).
•	Special Schools
The Indian education system has seen a rise in special schools, initially focusing on segregated environments for students with disabilities. However, the RPWD Act 2016 has made special schools a legal choice for these students. Despite a significant increase from 2015-16 to 2018-19, special schools remain a small percentage of Indian schools, with no official policy document or plan for their nature, spread, standards, and regulation. There is no formal policy statement or strategy on the type and spread of special schools in the country, as well as who they should address, what standards they should follow, and how they will be governed
•	Teachers
A central tenet of the NEP is that teachers should be prepared to handle diverse classrooms. However, teachers often lack the specialized skills required to cater to students with disabilities. While the NEP emphasizes the need for “holistic and integrated” teacher training, many teachers are unprepared to address the unique learning needs of students with disabilities. The NEP proposes the development of a “National Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education” that will include training on inclusive practices and the development of specialized skills for addressing disability (NEP 2020, Section 4.12). It also advocates for continuous professional development through in-service training programs.
Teacher education programs often do not include comprehensive modules on special education or inclusive teaching methods, Professional development is not standardized or compulsory, leading to inconsistent training outcomes, A shortage of special educators and support staff, especially in rural and remote areas. The RTE Act 2009 promised a minimum qualification for all teachers in India, but many states failed to meet these deadlines. Around 18.5% of teachers lack the necessary qualifications, and in Meghalaya, 70.3% are unqualified. In 2018, only 642,608 teachers were trained to teach students with disabilities, with local bodies having the highest proportion of trained teachers.
UDISE+ data from 2015-16 to 2018-19 reflects that although there has been increase (95,927 teachers in 2015-16 which rose to 140,087 teachers in 2018-19) in their participation in school education, the numbers remain small and have not grown significantly. Teachers with hearing impairment are just beginning to come into the system in 2018-19 according to this data. The participation of teachers with locomotor disability is the highest with 59.2%, teachers with visual impairment being 14.5% and deaf teachers only 1.30% of the teachers with disabilities in the system.
•	Infrastructure
The National Education Policy 2020 proposes increasing education budgets to support inclusion, especially for marginalized groups. It also calls for a National Mission for Foundational Literacy and Numeracy to provide adequate support to disadvantaged students. The policy emphasizes the need for inclusive and accessible classrooms, requiring schools to be equipped with assistive technologies. However, limited resources for retrofitting older buildings, high costs of installing assistive technology, and inadequate training for educators are challenges. For the learning process to continue, it's vital to monitor the child's health and the school's infrastructure. Physical infrastructure in schools is crucial to student safety, especially for girls, disadvantaged children, and disabled students. In the absence of physical infrastructure, student safety and security are at danger, which affects learning and often leads to dropout. School infrastructure including drinking water, bathrooms, ramps, and more is emphasised under legal frameworks and campaigns like Accessible India Campaign, but ground realities reveal limited compliance.
UDISE data shows that many schools lacked basic facilities including drinking water and toilets for girls and boys from 2014-15 to 2018-19. Despite some initial improvement, school water availability has steadily declined. In 2018-19, only 13.61% of schools reported to have functional CWSN/Children with disabilities toilets. 65 The UDISE+ data shows that only 62.98% in 2018-19 have reported to have ramps.66 The figures clearly indicate that despite emphasis on toilets for CWSN/Children with disabilities and ramps, their availability continues to be persistently low.
•	Curriculum, Promotion of Assistive Technologies and Pedagogical Limitations: 
The fundamental principles of NEP focus on “Extensive use of technology” in teaching and learning, removing language barriers, increasing access for Divyang students, and educational planning and management. The primary focus of the N.E.P. 2020 is to provide equal access to online technologies and internet education by minimising the digital divide. The NEP envisions a more flexible and personalized curriculum that caters to the diverse needs of all learners, including those with disabilities (NEP 2020, Section 4.4). It advocates for the integration of assistive technologies and differentiated pedagogies to cater to various learning styles.
The India Inequality Report 2022: Digital Divide by Oxfam highlights the digital divide in India, with 70% of the population lacking access to ICTs. Government schemes like Bharat Net have failed to improve connectivity, with only 2.7% of poor households having access to computers and 8.9% to internet facilities. Social, political, and environmental factors determine who goes online and for how long. Only 38% of households are digitally literate, and only 31% of rural India uses the internet. Digitization of education has yielded great results for start-ups like Byju's, but EdTech products remain inaccessible for many (India Development Review).
Access to internet, in 2023, 44% of urban Indians had access to the internet, compared to 17% in rural areas. Access to computers, in 2023, only 4% of students from SC and ST communities had access to a computer and the internet. Digital literacy, in 2024, only 40% of Indians between the ages of 15 and 29 had basic digital literacy (Oxfam India Inequality Report, 2022).
Rigid curricula and standardized assessment methods do not allow for flexibility in addressing the needs of students with disabilities. The lack of adapted learning materials (e.g., Braille textbooks, audiobooks) impedes students with visual or auditory impairments. The challenge of implementing individualized learning plans within a standardized school system.
•	Dilution of Standards
The RTE Act aims to improve the physical infrastructure of the education system by setting standards for schools, such as playgrounds and boundary walls. Certification is given to schools based on these standards. The RPWD Act 2016 emphasizes the importance of making school buildings accessible, with a five-year time limit for all existing public buildings to be made accessible in accordance with government rules and action plans.
The 2020 New Education Policy may weaken these standards by allowing schools to choose “land areas and room sizes, practicalities of playgrounds in urban areas,” etc. According to the policy, “these mandates will be adjusted and loosened, leaving suitable flexibility for each school to make its own decisions based on local needs and constraints, while ensuring safety, security, and a pleasant and productive learning space.

4. Conclusion
The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 seeks to advance inclusive, accessible, and equitable education for individuals with disabilities (PwD). It emphasises accessibility, individualized learning, and technology integration, establishing a basis for a more inclusive educational environment. Opportunities for individuals with disabilities include the creation of inclusive educational settings via resource centers; the advancement of assistive technology; and the provision of teacher training programs. The policy's focus on flexibility in curriculum design and technology utilization allows persons with disabilities to engage in education at their own pace. Nonetheless, challenges remain, including limited infrastructure, inadequate resources, and poor teacher training in remote and marginalized regions. Access to digital resources and assistive technology, especially in economically disadvantaged regions, is a significant barrier. Deficiencies in comprehension and sensitivity towards disabilities among educators and communities may also impact the efficacy of the policy. Effective implementation of NEP 2020 requires collaboration among governments, educational institutions, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and the private sector. Concentrated initiatives in training, financing, infrastructure enhancement, and public awareness are essential to guarantee that persons with disabilities fully capitalize on the provisions of NEP-2020.
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