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ABSTRACT 

	The 2020 National Education Policy (NEP) is a revolutionary vision for inclusive and equitable education, emphasising universal access to superior learning opportunities. It has recommended substantial improvements to the education system, emphasising the comprehensive development of learners from early childhood through higher education. This study analyses the provisions of the National Education Policy 2020 concerning Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) to fill a research gap and analyse the policy's mechanisms, financial sustainability, and socio-cultural obstacles to assess the feasibility of achieving equity and access for millions of persons with disabilities in India. This research examines the immediate obstacles encountered by persons with disabilities and also cultivates a culture of inclusiveness, and opportunities that creates advantages for them. By exploring these factors, this study provides a comprehensive insight in a descriptive analytical approach into how the policy influences the educational landscape for individuals with disabilities. The NEP 2020 promotes equitable education for individuals with disabilities, integrating technology and personalized learning. Training and resource centres enhance educational outcomes. However, underprivileged regions lack adequate infrastructure and resources. Collaboration among governments, institutions, and organizations is crucial for implementing NEP 2020, ensuring access to digital and assistive technology. Policy document analysis limits this theoretical critique. It does not collect statistics on NEP 2020 implementation, efficacy, or student and educator experiences. Its findings are analytical rather than evidential in nature.
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Education is essential for recognising human potential, establishing a fair and just society, and advancing national development. For decades, “the Government of India has endeavoured to provide quality education to individuals from diverse backgrounds. In alignment with this vision, India has enacted several policies, including the National Policy on Education of 1968 and 1986, the Right to Education Act of 2009, and the National Education Policy of 2020. In 2020, the Indian education system underwent a substantial policy reform with the introduction of the National Education Policy 2020. The policy emphasises the rethinking and redesign of various aspects of the educational system, focusing on inclusive education for disadvantaged student populations, including those with impairments. The policy references and endorses the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act of 2016. Part I of Chapter 6 and Part II of Chapter 14 of the NEP emphasise "equitable and inclusive education: learning for all" and "equity and inclusion in higher education," respectively” (NEP, 2020). The New Education policy aims to make the education system more equitable and inclusive, focusing on the educational needs of Persons with Disabilities. However, the transition from policy to practice presents challenges, especially in implementing inclusive education. The policy emphasizes the need for uniform approaches across school and higher education, addressing the need for actionable outcomes.
“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 (RPwD) 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
“A person with a disability refers to an individual who has a long-term physical, mental, intellectual, or sensory impairment that, when combined with barriers, obstructs their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis 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” (Hanh, 2024). “The World Health Organisation defines 'disability' as an overarching term that encompasses impairments, activity limitations, and participation restrictions. An impairment refers to a dysfunction in bodily function or structure; an activity limitation denotes a challenge faced by an individual in performing a task or action; whereas a participation restriction signifies a difficulty encountered by an individual in engaging in life events. Disability is a multifaceted phenomenon, representing the interplay between an individual's bodily characteristics and the societal context in which they exist. According to Article 1 of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities” (UN DESA, 2007). Individuals with disabilities encompass those possessing long-term physical, mental, intellectual, or sensory impairments that, when interacting with various obstacles, may impede their complete and effective involvement in society on an equal footing with others (Ginis et al., 2021).
	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 RPwD
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 (RPwD), 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 seeks to accomplish SDG4, ensuring inclusive and equitable quality education while promoting lifelong learning opportunities for everyone by 2030

	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 promotes the creation of a curriculum that is adaptable and meets diverse educational requirements. Special attention is placed on Indian Sign Language (ISL), which will be standardized nationwide. Curriculum materials at the national and state levels created for students with hearing disabilities. NEP:2020 emphasizes the importance of learning in local languages, benefiting many students with disabilities. Students who are deaf typically communicate using sign language, while those who are deaf-blind primarily utilize tactile sign language. The educational curriculum will incorporate human values like respect for everyone, empathy, tolerance, human rights, gender equality, non-violence, global citizenship, inclusion, and fairness. Accordingly, in line with the stipulations of the RPWD Act 2016 and its recommendations concerning school education, NCERT will ensure consultations with specialized organizations like the National Institutes of DEPwD. During the development of 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 facilitate the creation of support services, including special educators, counsellors, and assistive technology, to cater to the distinct requirements of students with disabilities. Such services can improve the entire educational experience and offer essential support. It encompasses enhanced physical infrastructure, including ramps and lifts, thereby increasing accessibility for those with mobility impairments at educational institutions.
•	Promotion of Assistive Technologies and Tools
The policy encourages the integration of assistive technologies in educational environments. It has been proposed that offering suitable and language-specific teaching-learning resources (including textbooks in formats like large print and Braille) along with assistive technologies and devices will facilitate better interaction for children with disabilities with their peers and teachers

•	Inclusive Assessment and Evaluation Methods:
The National Evaluation Centre suggests PARAKH as a form of evaluation that is equitable for all children, regardless of their economic background. PARAKH will additionally publish suggestions for assessing children with learning difficulties. This might include changes in test formats, different assessment approaches, and support for those with disabilities during assessments. Moreover, there is unease regarding FLN's assessment criteria, which may lead to students being labeled as learning impaired or suggested for special education

•	Teacher Training:
It prioritizes the training of teachers through shorter post B.Ed. certification courses for those who want to transition into specialized teaching fields, such as instructing students with disabilities. Therefore, educators might undergo training to utilize inclusive teaching strategies, guaranteeing that people with disabilities can engage actively in the educational experience. It also tackles the problem of a lack of special educators. The understanding and awareness of teaching methods for children with particular disabilities (which encompass learning disabilities) is emphasized

•	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
[bookmark: _GoBack]The education concurrent list in India relates to how budgets are allocated between the Union and State governments. The decrease in funding from the central government has intensified the financial strain on states. The lack of clarity in state budgets related to education funding and spending poses a significant issue. Historically, significant resources have been directed toward school education, leading to insufficient funding for higher education. This difference remains after six years. The educational system, a crucial provider of funding for primary education, faces challenges in guaranteeing adequate infrastructure for secondary education and in supporting teacher training. Funding for various programmes, including SMSA, Mid-day Meal, and the National Scheme for Incentive to Girl Child for Secondary Education, has been inadequate. In the fiscal year 2020-21, SMSA was allocated Rs 38,750 crore, whereas the Mid-day Meal programme received Rs 1,100 crore in 2019-20, with no change in funding.
•	Persistently Low Enrolment
The UDISE and UDISE+ data indicate a consistently low enrolment rate for children with disabilities in India's educational system. In the academic year 2013-14, the enrolment rate for children with disabilities was 1.08%, which decreased to 0.85% by 2018-19. This tendency is apparent even in leading states such as Kerala, where 3.27% of Children with Special Needs (CWSN) are enrolled across all school administrations.
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 indicates that primary schools in India accommodate the largest proportion of children with disabilities within the education system, whereas only 0.48% of schools report enrolling children with special needs (CWSN) at the junior and higher secondary levels. Prior years have also shown a significant decline in higher education participation. The 2020 NEP acknowledges this pattern in section 6.2.1, citing UDISE data from 2016-17 to illustrate a decrease in enrolment of students with disabilities from basic to higher secondary levels, from 1.1% to 0.25%. The reductions observed are significantly more pronounced than those experienced by other at-risk populations, including students from scheduled castes (19.6% to 17.3%) and scheduled tribes (10.6% to 6.8%).
•	Special Schools
The Indian education system has experienced an increase in special schools, primarily aimed at providing segregated environments for students with disabilities. The RPWD Act 2016 has established special schools as a legal option for these students. Although there was a notable increase from 2015-16 to 2018-19, special schools constitute a minor fraction of Indian schools, lacking an official policy document or plan regarding their nature, distribution, standards, and regulation. No formal policy statement or strategy exists regarding the type and distribution of special schools in the country, including their target populations, applicable standards, and governance structures.
•	Teachers
The NEP outlines the creation of a "National Curriculum Framework for Teacher Education," which will incorporate training on inclusive practices and enhance specialised skills for addressing disability (NEP 2020, Section 4.12). It advocates for ongoing professional development via in-service training programmes. Teacher education programmes frequently lack comprehensive modules on special education and inclusive teaching methods. Additionally, professional development is neither mandatory nor standardised, resulting in inconsistent training outcomes. 
There is a shortage of special educators and support personnel, especially in rural and remote regions. The RTE Act 2009 established minimum qualifications for teachers in India; however, numerous states did not adhere to the stipulated deadlines. Approximately 18.5% of teachers are unqualified, with Meghalaya exhibiting a significantly higher rate of 70.3% unqualified teachers. In 2018, a total of 642,608 teachers received training to instruct students with disabilities, with local bodies accounting for the largest share of these trained educators.
UDISE+ data from 2015-16 to 2018-19 indicates an increase in teacher participation in school education, rising from 95,927 teachers in 2015-16 to 140,087 teachers in 2018-19. However, the overall numbers remain relatively small and have not experienced significant growth. According to this data, teachers with hearing impairment began to enter the system in the 2018-19 academic year. The proportion of teachers with locomotor disabilities is 59.2%, while those with visual impairments constitute 14.5%, and teachers with hearing impairments represent only 1.30% of the total number of disabled teachers in the system.
•	Infrastructure
To promote inclusion, particularly for under-represented groups, the National Education Policy 2020 suggests raising education funding. The proposal advocates for a National Mission for Foundational Literacy and Numeracy to ensure sufficient support for disadvantaged students. The policy emphasises the need for inclusive and accessible classrooms, requiring schools to equip themselves with assistive technologies. Challenges include limited resources for retrofitting older buildings, high costs associated with installing assistive technology, and insufficient training for educators. Monitoring the child's health and the school's infrastructure is essential for the continuation of the learning process. The physical infrastructure of schools is essential for ensuring student safety, particularly for girls, disadvantaged children, and students with disabilities. Without adequate physical infrastructure, student safety and security are compromised, negatively impacting learning and frequently resulting in dropout rates. School infrastructure, encompassing drinking water, bathrooms, ramps, and additional facilities, is prioritised within legal frameworks and initiatives, such as the Accessible India Campaign; however, actual implementation demonstrates insufficient adherence. 
UDISE data indicates that numerous schools were deficient in fundamental facilities, such as drinking water and toilets for both girls and boys, during the period from 2014-15 to 2018-19. Although there was some initial improvement, the availability of water in schools has consistently decreased. During the 2018-19 period, merely 13.61% of schools indicated the presence of functional toilets for Children with Disabilities (CWSN). 65 According to UDISE+ data, only 62.98% of institutions reported having ramps in the 2018-19 period. 66 The data indicate that, despite a focus on toilets for children with disabilities and ramps, their availability remains consistently low.
•	Curriculum, Promotion of Assistive Technologies and Pedagogical Limitations: 
The core principles of the NEP emphasise the “extensive use of technology” in education, the elimination of language barriers, enhanced accessibility for Divyang students, and effective educational planning and management. The N.E.P. 2020 primarily aims to ensure equal access to online technologies and internet education, thereby reducing the digital divide. The NEP proposes a flexible and personalised curriculum designed to address the diverse needs of all learners, including those with disabilities (NEP 2020, Section 4.4). This approach promotes the incorporation of assistive technologies and differentiated pedagogies to address diverse learning styles. 
The India Inequality Report 2022: Digital Divide by Oxfam emphasises the significant digital divide in India, noting that 70% of the population lacks access to information and communication technologies (ICTs). Government initiatives such as Bharat Net have not succeeded in enhancing connectivity, as evidenced by only 2.7% of impoverished households having access to computers and 8.9% to internet services. Social, political, and environmental factors influence internet access and usage duration. Digital literacy is present in merely 38% of households, while internet usage in rural India stands at only 31%. The digitisation of education has produced significant outcomes for start-ups such as Byju's; however, EdTech products continue to be inaccessible for a substantial number of individuals (Indian Development Review, 2022).
In 2023, 44% of urban Indians had internet access, while only 17% of rural areas had similar access. In 2023, only 4% of students from Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) communities had access to computers and the internet. In 2024, only 40% of Indians aged 15 to 29 possessed basic digital literacy (Oxfam India Inequality Report, 2022). 
Rigid curricula and standardised assessment methods limit flexibility in meeting the needs of students with disabilities. The absence of tailored learning resources, such as Braille textbooks and audiobooks, hinders students with visual or auditory disabilities. Implementing personalised learning plans within a uniform educational framework presents a significant challenge.
•	Dilution of Standards
The RTE Act sets criteria for schools, including playgrounds and boundary walls, with the goal of enhancing the physical infrastructure of the educational system. Schools receive certification according to these established standards. The RPWD Act 2016 underscores the necessity of ensuring accessibility in school buildings, mandating that all existing public buildings achieve compliance within a five-year timeframe, in alignment with government regulations and action plans. The 2020 New Education Policy has the potential to undermine these standards by permitting schools to select "land areas and room sizes, practicalities of playgrounds in urban areas," among other factors. The policy states that the mandates will be modified and relaxed, allowing each school to make decisions tailored to local needs and constraints while prioritising safety, security, and an effective learning environment.

4. Conclusion
The goal of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 is to promote equitable, inclusive, and accessible education for people with disabilities (RPwD). It highlights accessibility, personalised learning, and the integration of technology, thereby creating a foundation for a more inclusive educational environment. Individuals with disabilities can benefit from inclusive educational environments established through resource centres, enhance assistive technology, and implement teacher training programs. The policy emphasises flexibility in curriculum design and technology use, enabling individuals with disabilities to participate in education at their own pace. Challenges persist, including insufficient infrastructure, inadequate resources, and substandard teacher training in remote and marginalised areas. The availability of digital resources and assistive technology, particularly in economically disadvantaged areas, constitutes a major obstacle. Inadequate understanding and awareness of disabilities among educators and communities may adversely affect the effectiveness of the policy. Successful implementation of NEP 2020 necessitates cooperation among governmental bodies, educational institutions, non-governmental organisations (NGOs), and the private sector. To ensure that people with disabilities completely benefit from the provisions of NEP-2020, targeted efforts in training, funding, infrastructure improvement, and public awareness are necessary.
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