


Rethinking School Readiness for Inclusion: A Theoretical Evaluation of Social and Cultural Climates for PwDs
Abstract
This theoretical paper critically examines the social and cultural climates of mainstream schools to evaluate their readiness for the inclusion of Persons with Disabilities (PwDs). Drawing on sociocultural theory, disability studies, and the ecological systems perspective, the paper argues that inclusion cannot be understood solely through infrastructural or policy compliance; rather, it must be analyzed as a deeply embedded social process shaped by norms, attitudes, relationships, and institutional cultures. The social environment- including peer interactions, teacher expectations, and community perceptions- plays a pivotal role in enabling or constraining the participation of PwDs. Similarly, cultural beliefs around disability, merit, normalcy, and academic competition influence how schools conceptualize “belonging” and “difference.” Through a critical analysis of existing literature and conceptual frameworks, the paper highlights how ableism, stigma, and deficit-oriented perspectives continue to structure exclusionary experiences for disabled learners, even within otherwise “inclusive” settings. It proposes a theoretically grounded understanding of readiness that moves beyond infrastructural checklists to embrace cultural responsiveness, relational ethics, and transformative school practices. By rethinking readiness as an ecological and cultural construct, the paper seeks to guide future research, policy dialogues, and school-level interventions aimed at building genuinely inclusive educational ecosystems.
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1. Introduction
The concept of inclusive education has evolved significantly in global and Indian educational discourse (Rampal & Madrid, 2025; Chimirala et al., 2025). Early approaches, informed largely by medical and charitable models of disability, positioned learners with disabilities as “problems” to be integrated into mainstream classrooms through compensatory mechanisms (Shakespeare, 2013). Over the past two decades, however, a shift toward rights-based frameworks- rooted in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD, 2006)- has reframed inclusion as a matter of justice, equity, and full participation. This paradigm shift emphasizes dismantling systemic barriers rather than modifying children to fit existing norms (Slee, 2011). In the Indian context, this shift finds expression in two major policy landmarks: the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act of 2016 and the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020. Both documents articulate the nation’s commitment to creating equitable, accessible, and participatory schooling environments for Persons with Disabilities (PwDs).
Despite these progressive commitments, the readiness of Indian schools to enact inclusion remains deeply uneven. Much of the national conversation- and indeed most institutional monitoring frameworks- continues to define readiness in narrow, infrastructural terms. Indicators such as the availability of ramps, accessible toilets, disability certificates, or the presence of a special educator dominate school audits and policy reporting (UDISE+, 2023). While these elements are undeniably important, they reflect only the surface-level dimensions of inclusion. They fail to capture the deeper social, cultural, and psychological conditions that shape whether learners with disabilities feel valued, included, and supported in everyday schooling practices.
Critical scholarship in disability studies argues that the true barriers to inclusion are not merely architectural but ideological- rooted in ableism, stigma, and deficit-based perceptions of disability (Campbell, 2009; Ghai, 2015). Schools, as microcosms of society, reproduce cultural norms that privilege certain bodies, behaviours, languages, and ways of learning. These norms shape peer interactions, teacher expectations, curriculum design, disciplinary structures, and institutional ethos. As Ainscow (2020) notes, inclusive education is fundamentally about creating school cultures where diversity is actively embraced rather than passively accommodated. Without transforming these relational and cultural structures, infrastructural reforms alone cannot ensure meaningful inclusion.
Moreover, sociocultural theories of learning, particularly those influenced by Vygotsky (1978), highlight the centrality of social interaction, cultural tools, and mediated learning in shaping educational outcomes. From this perspective, inclusion is less about placing children with disabilities in mainstream classrooms and more about ensuring that the social context of learning is responsive, supportive, and participatory. The ecological perspective further strengthens this argument: children develop within nested systems- families, peer groups, classrooms, schools, and broader communities- each contributing to inclusion or exclusion (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Thus, readiness is a function of the entire school ecology, not merely its physical environment.
This paper therefore contends that any meaningful evaluation of school readiness must shift from a narrow infrastructural lens to a more comprehensive, ecological analysis that foregrounds social climates, cultural ideologies, relational practices, and institutional norms. By situating inclusion within these broader sociocultural and ecological frameworks, the paper argues that schools must undergo cultural transformation- challenging ableism, expanding conceptualizations of diversity, and nurturing school environments where all learners can experience belonging, participation, and dignity.
2. Conceptual Foundations 
Understanding school readiness for inclusion demands an examination of the deeper theoretical frameworks that shape how disability, learning, and participation are conceptualized. Three bodies of scholarship- sociocultural theory, disability studies, and ecological systems theory-offer critical lenses through which to interrogate the social and cultural foundations of inclusion. Together, they reveal that disability is not simply a characteristic of the child but a relationship mediated by cultural norms, institutional structures, and everyday interactions within schools.
2.1 Sociocultural Theory and Disability
Sociocultural theory, rooted in the work of Vygotsky (1978), provides one of the most powerful critiques of traditional, individualistic understandings of disability. Vygotsky emphasized that development is fundamentally mediated through social interaction, language, and the cultural tools available within the learner’s environment. From this perspective, disability does not reside solely in the individual body but emerges in the interplay between the learner and the social world. If the environment is unresponsive- if peers exclude, teachers hold low expectations, or instructional practices fail to offer mediated support- learning barriers are socially constructed rather than biologically determined.
This insight has profound implications for inclusion. It suggests that accessible infrastructure alone cannot create conditions for meaningful participation. If social interactions subtly marginalize students with disabilities or if classroom discourse reinforces normative assumptions about ability, then the school becomes a space where disability is “produced” rather than merely present. Shakespeare (2013) reinforces this argument, noting that disability is co-constructed through cultural meanings, institutional structures, and social relationships. In contexts like India, where disability is often viewed through charitable or deficit frameworks (Ghai, 2015), sociocultural theory exposes how exclusion becomes normalized even within schools that outwardly commit to inclusion.
Thus, sociocultural theory reframes inclusion as a relational and cultural endeavours. It foregrounds the need for classrooms that cultivate collaborative learning, scaffolding, and social participation- conditions that are not guaranteed simply by enrollment or physical presence. It also highlights how school cultures must challenge normative assumptions about intelligence, behaviour, and competence if they are to become genuinely inclusive spaces.
2.2 Disability Studies and Ableism in School Culture
Disability studies deepens this critique by shifting the focus from individual impairments toward the societal norms and power structures that define certain bodies and minds as deviant. Campbell’s (2009) influential work on ableism reveals how societies privilege normative assumptions about ability, productivity, independence, and behavioural conformity. These assumptions permeate schools in subtle but pervasive ways. For instance, the privileging of speed in examinations, fluency in speech and writing, or one-size-fits-all classroom participation norms creates cultures where disabled learners are positioned as exceptions needing accommodation rather than as equal participants.
In India, these dynamics are intensified by deeply embedded cultural narratives that equate disability with lack, dependence, or spiritual misfortune (Ghai, 2015). When teachers, consciously or unconsciously, adopt deficit-based perspectives, they may lower their expectations, provide limited opportunities for participation, or structure classrooms in ways that centre non-disabled norms. Slee (2011) argues that such practices reflect the “irregularity” of schooling—a system designed around the ideal, able, compliant learner. Even when policies promote inclusion, everyday cultural practices such as segregated seating, avoidance of differentiated instruction, or paternalistic attitudes toward PwDs reproduce exclusion.
Disability studies therefore challenges the superficial implementation of inclusion. It exposes the cultural narratives, discursive practices, and institutional norms that silently govern who is seen as capable, who is seen as belonging, and who is treated as an outsider within the school community. This critique foregrounds the need for schools to dismantle ableist assumptions, reimagine pedagogies, and cultivate cultures that recognize disability as a dimension of human diversity rather than as a problem to be managed.
2.3 Ecological Systems Theory
While sociocultural theory and disability studies illuminate the cultural and relational construction of disability, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory adds a multi-layered understanding of how inclusion is shaped by interactions across different environmental systems. Bronfenbrenner (1994) conceptualizes human development as unfolding within nested systems ranging from immediate microsystems- such as peer groups, classrooms, and families- to broader macrosystems encompassing cultural values, historical legacies, and societal ideologies.
Applying this ecological lens to school readiness reveals why infrastructural interventions alone cannot create inclusive environments. At the microsystem level, peer attitudes, teacher beliefs, and classroom interactions profoundly influence students’ sense of belonging and participation. If peers engage in bullying or exclusion, or if teachers fail to scaffold learning and emotional support, inclusion becomes fragile regardless of policy compliance. At the mesosystem level, weak collaboration between schools and families- especially families of disabled children- can limit communication, understanding, and consistency in support.
The ecosystem includes community attitudes, district-level resource allocation, and local governance structures that shape the availability of specialists, assistive technologies, and inclusive training. In regions where disability stigma is high or where local institutions lack inclusive priorities, schools may find themselves constrained. At the macrosystem level, broader cultural narratives about normalcy, productivity, and meritocracy- values deeply embedded in India’s education system- shape how schools interpret inclusion and participation (Ainscow, 2020).
Ecological systems theory thus demonstrates that readiness for inclusion is not a property of the school building but of the entire cultural ecosystem in which schooling is embedded. It requires alignment across social relationships, institutional norms, community beliefs, and national ideologies. Without addressing these layers, inclusion remains partial and symbolic.

3. Social Climates Shaping Inclusion
Inclusive education is deeply shaped by the social climates that govern everyday interactions within schools. While policies often emphasize structural accessibility, the lived experiences of children with disabilities are mediated primarily through peer relationships, teacher expectations, and the broader institutional ethos. These social climates determine whether inclusion becomes a meaningful experience of belonging or a symbolic gesture devoid of genuine participation.
3.1 Peer Relationships and Belonging
Peer culture forms one of the most powerful forces shaping school life, particularly for learners with disabilities. Research across diverse contexts shows that disabled children frequently encounter subtle and overt forms of exclusion- being left out of games, ridiculed for differences in communication or mobility, or treated as objects of pity rather than equal classmates (UNESCO, 2020). These everyday interactions accumulate into patterns of marginalization that undermine learners’ sense of belonging, an essential dimension of inclusion. Belonging is not merely the physical presence in a classroom but the felt experience of being valued, recognized, and socially connected.
The social isolation experienced by many disabled learners can be traced to wider cultural perceptions that position disability as abnormal or deficient, influencing how peers understand and respond to difference. Studies in sociocultural and disability literature argue that peer exclusion often mirrors societal stigma, reproducing broader norms within the microcosm of the school (Shakespeare, 2013; Ghai, 2015). When children internalize notions of ability, success, or “normal behaviour” as defined by dominant cultural values, they may marginalize those who deviate from these expectations.
Yet peer cultures also hold transformative potential. Evidence shows that when classrooms adopt cooperative learning structures, buddy arrangements, or collaborative problem-solving tasks, peer interactions shift from competition to interdependence, fostering empathy and social cohesion (Ainscow, 2020). Such relational practices support inclusive participation by creating conditions in which all students experience social acceptance and shared responsibility. In this sense, belonging is achieved not through physical proximity but through social recognition, inclusive discourse, and relational trust.
3.2 Teacher Expectations and Classroom Interactions
While peers shape horizontal relationships, teachers play a central role in creating the vertical structure of classroom culture. Teachers’ expectations function as powerful determinants of student outcomes. Hattie’s (2012) synthesis of over 800 meta-analyses identifies teacher expectations as one of the strongest predictors of academic achievement and engagement. When teachers hold high expectations, students are more likely to participate, persevere, and succeed; when teachers perceive students through deficit-based assumptions, the effects can be profoundly limiting. In the Indian context, multiple studies indicate that teachers frequently interpret disability through medicalized or deficit-oriented frameworks, viewing disabled learners as “slow,” “less capable,” or requiring separate instructional attention (Kalyanpur, 2008; Addlakha, 2013). These perceptions influence how teachers structure lessons, whom they call upon, how they group students, and whether they provide accommodations. For example, teachers who assume that disabled learners cannot cope with the mainstream curriculum may inadvertently create marginalization by limiting opportunities for participation or excluding them from higher-order tasks. Even when teachers express support for inclusion, a lack of confidence in their own abilities- stemming from insufficient training or limited exposure to inclusive pedagogies- often results in unintentional exclusion. Teachers may avoid adapting materials, hesitate to differentiate instruction, or rely heavily on rote-based teaching, which disproportionately disadvantages students with disabilities. The emotional climate created through these practices shapes students’ motivation, self-concept, and willingness to engage. Thus, teacher expectations and pedagogical interactions are central to cultivating inclusive environments, requiring both attitudinal change and sustained professional development.
3.3 School Leadership and Institutional Ethos
Beyond classroom-level relationships, the ethos established by school leadership profoundly influences whether inclusion becomes embedded within institutional culture (Dorczak, 2013). Principals and school leaders determine priorities through decisions about resource allocation, professional development, communication with families, and overall school values (Nicolaou & Αναστασίου, 2023). Ainscow and Sandill (2010) argue that leaders who adopt inclusive philosophies create schools in which collaboration, shared responsibility, and equity guide practice. Such leaders encourage teachers to experiment with inclusive strategies, support peer collaboration, and cultivate cultures of openness where diversity is celebrated rather than problematized. On the contrary, leadership indifference or resistance can reinforce ableist structures. When inclusion is treated as a marginal agenda- secondary to academic rankings, board examinations, or institutional reputation- schools may deprioritize inclusive training, neglect accessible materials, or discourage the admission of students with disabilities (Huger, 2011). Leaders who focus narrowly on performance metrics risk reproducing exclusionary cultures in which diversity is viewed as incompatible with academic excellence, reinforcing deficit narratives around disability (Chen & Fitzgerald, 2023). Institutional ethos is therefore not merely an administrative characteristic but a cultural force that shapes how teachers interpret their roles, how peers interact, and how families engage with the school. When leadership commits to inclusion as a core value, it sets the tone for a community that recognizes disability as part of human diversity. Conversely, when leadership fails to challenge ableism, exclusion becomes normalized across daily practices (Carrington, 1999).
4. Cultural Climates Shaping Inclusion 
School cultures do not exist in isolation; they are embedded within wider cultural systems that attribute meaning to disability, regulate norms of achievement, and shape expectations of belonging. The cultural climate of a school- its values, discourses, curricular representations, and everyday practices- plays an equally important role as infrastructure or teacher competence in determining whether learners with disabilities can participate equally. Inclusion remains incomplete when these cultural forces remain unexamined.
4.1 Cultural Beliefs About Disability
Cultural perceptions of disability form the invisible architecture within which inclusive or exclusionary practices unfold. In the Indian context, disability has historically been constructed through discourses of karma, spirituality, tragedy, and dependence. As Ghai (2015) argues, these beliefs are deeply ingrained in social life and continue to influence how disabled individuals are perceived and treated. When disability is understood as misfortune, divine punishment, or a condition requiring charity, the educational response tends to oscillate between paternalistic overprotection and covert exclusion. Inside schools, these cultural frameworks shape teachers’ interpretations of disability in powerful ways. Teachers who internalize deficit-based views may assume that disabled students cannot cope with mainstream expectations or believe that academic achievement is unattainable for them. Rather than challenging systemic barriers, they may lower expectations or exclude learners from cognitively demanding tasks, believing this to be an act of kindness. This “benevolent ableism” appears compassionate but reinforces inequality by denying opportunities for growth. Parental beliefs, too, are shaped by cultural norms. Some families of non-disabled children resist inclusive classrooms, fearing that the presence of disabled students will disrupt learning or lower-class performance. Conversely, families of disabled children may hesitate to advocate for their rights, internalizing broader societal messages that portray disability as shameful or burdensome. Peer attitudes mirror these cultural constructions: children often learn early to categorize difference through labels of “normal” and “abnormal,” resulting in social distancing, bullying, or pity rather than friendship. Thus, cultural beliefs function as a hidden curriculum- operating beneath formal policies and shaping the everyday interactions that define a child’s schooling experience. Unless these beliefs are interrogated and transformed, policy mandates cannot translate into equitable inclusion.
4.2 Norms of Meritocracy and Academic Competition
Indian schooling is structured around a meritocratic ethos that strongly privileges examination performance, rank ordering, and competitive achievement. Kumar (2005) traces how colonial education and later nationalist objectives shaped a system that values academic uniformity, measurable outcomes, and hierarchical classification of students. These norms are framed as neutral measures of merit but are in fact culturally situated and exclusionary. For learners with disabilities, meritocracy becomes a mechanism of exclusion. Because the system equates intelligence with speed, obedience, linguistic fluency, and memorization, students who learn differently are quickly marked as “slow” or “weak.” Teachers working under pressure to complete syllabi and produce high scores may sideline disabled learners from core learning tasks, fearing that their participation could lower class averages or consume additional time. Schools with strong reputational stakes in board results often subtly discourage the enrolment of children with disabilities or label them as unsuitable for mainstream academic tracks. The deeper issue is that meritocratic norms are treated as objective and natural, obscuring how they structurally reproduce inequality. Disabled students are evaluated against standards never designed with them in mind, and their difficulties are framed as individual deficits rather than systemic failures. Even when accommodations exist- extra time, scribes, or flexible assessments- schools may resist implementing them, arguing that such supports compromise “fairness” or “standards.” These arguments reveal how meritocracy and ableism reinforce one another, shaping a cultural climate in which disabled learners are positioned as peripheral. Thus, inclusion requires not only infrastructure or training but a rethinking of the cultural values that underpin schooling. Without challenging the dominance of competitive academic norms, inclusion remains aspirational rather than actual.
4.3 Language, Curriculum, and Representation
Curriculum and language practices constitute powerful cultural tools that shape how learners understand themselves and the world. In the Indian school system, disability remains largely invisible in textbooks, classroom discussions, and official learning materials. Shelley (2023) highlights that when disability does appear, it is often portrayed through narratives of heroism, charity, or tragedy- depictions that reinforce stereotypes and exceptionalism rather than normalize disabled lives. This absence of everyday representation serves to erase disabled identities from the cultural imagination of the classroom. When students never encounter disability as a normal facet of human diversity, they internalize the assumption that disability lies outside the mainstream, belonging either to special institutions or to social margins. Disabled learners, in turn, may struggle to see themselves reflected in the curriculum, undermining their sense of identity, agency, and belonging. Language practices in classrooms further reinforce cultural norms about normalcy. Instruction tends to assume uniform linguistic, cognitive, and sensory profiles, privileging speech, print literacy, and rote-based recall. For students who rely on sign language, tactile learning, or alternative communication methods, such linguistically restrictive environments produce exclusion even when teachers do not intend it. Multimodal and accessible language practices- visual supports, tactile materials, oral explanations, gesture-based pedagogy- remain rare, in part because teachers are socialized into normative conceptualizations of what “proper” classroom communication looks like. A culturally inclusive climate requires curricular transformation that integrates disability narratives, encourages critical reflection on social norms, and normalizes diverse ways of being. It also requires teachers to critically interrogate the cultural assumptions embedded in language and pedagogy. Without this reorientation, schools risk reinforcing a monocultural vision of learning that marginalizes students whose identities and communication styles fall outside the dominant norm.
5. Critical Analysis: Why Inclusion Remains Symbolic 
Although India’s policy environment strongly endorses inclusive education, the lived realities in mainstream schools reveal a stark mismatch between legislation and practice. When examined through the objective of this paper- to analyse the inclusivity of social, cultural, and psychological environments for PwDs- it becomes clear that inclusion remains largely symbolic because school ecosystems have not undergone the deeper relational, cultural, and structural transformation required for meaningful change. The following analysis shows how schools often mirror broader societal attitudes, competitive academic norms, and institutional constraints, thereby limiting the social and psychological participation of disabled learners even when they are physically present.
5.1 Superficial Compliance
Superficial compliance is one of the most widespread barriers preventing substantive inclusion. Schools often implement the most visible and easily quantifiable elements- ramps, toilet modifications, disability certificates, or enrollment data- because these are the metrics typically demanded in official monitoring. However, these infrastructural indicators do not address the social and psychological dimensions essential for genuine belonging. A ramp does not prevent bullying; a disability certificate does not ensure peer acceptance; and a “special educator on paper” does not guarantee pedagogical support. As UNESCO (2020) notes, such checklist-driven approaches allow schools to claim inclusivity while daily practices still marginalize disabled learners through neglect, isolation, or lowered expectations. Thus, superficial compliance creates an illusion of progress but fails to transform the relational environment in which inclusion must actually occur.
5.2 Persistent Ableism
The persistence of ableism is central to why inclusion remains rhetorical. Ableism- understood as the privileging of normative bodies, behaviours, and learning styles- permeates school cultures and shapes how disabled learners are perceived and treated (Campbell, 2009; Ghai, 2015). In the context of Purba Medinipur and similar districts, disability is often interpreted through deficit lenses, leading teachers, peers, and administrators to view PwDs as “less capable,” “slow,” or “in need of charity,” rather than as rights-bearing learners. Such assumptions undermine the psychological safety of disabled students by creating classroom climates where their potential is doubted and their participation is conditional. Slee (2011) argues that unless ableist norms are confronted directly, schools will continue to treat inclusion as “integration into existing structures,” rather than transforming those structures to become genuinely inclusive. Persistent ableism therefore erodes both the social acceptance and self-worth of disabled learners, making inclusion symbolic rather than experiential.
5.3 Structural Rigidity
The rigidity of the Indian schooling system further reinforces symbolic inclusion. As Kumar (2005) demonstrates, the system is built around standardized curricula, high-stakes examinations, and performance hierarchy- norms that define success narrowly and punish divergence. This structural inflexibility becomes a cultural force that shapes classroom practice and teacher behaviour. Teachers under pressure to complete syllabi or maintain board examination rankings may avoid differentiated instruction or refuse to adapt materials, fearing it will “slow down” the class. Such rigidity limits opportunities for culturally responsive pedagogy, multimodal learning, or collaborative practices that benefit all students, especially PwDs. Even when teachers are supportive, the system constrains their freedom to innovate, producing environments that psychologically and academically exclude those who do not fit the linear, time-bound progression the curriculum demands. Structural rigidity, therefore, reproduces exclusion by design rather than through intent.
5.4 Cultural Resistance
Deep-rooted cultural narratives about disability often conflict with the principles of rights-based inclusion. In many communities- including districts like Purba Medinipur- disability continues to be associated with stigma, pity, and karmic explanations (Ghai, 2015). These beliefs infiltrate schools subtly yet powerfully. Parents of non-disabled children may resist mixed classrooms, teachers may believe inclusion is a burden, and administrators may prioritize reputation or exam performance over equity. Such cultural resistance undermines the social climate of the school by reinforcing the idea that disabled students are outliers who must adjust to pre-existing norms. Moreover, this resistance affects family engagement, peer dynamics, and institutional support structures- all crucial components of psychological inclusion. Cultural norms, therefore, not only hinder the acceptance of disabled students but also reproduce emotional environments in which they feel marginal, tolerated, or invisible.
5.5 Limited Teacher Preparation
A final critical barrier is the limited preparation of teachers to address the social, cultural, and psychological needs of PwDs. The NCERT (2022) report highlights that a majority of teachers lack conceptual grounding in disability studies, inclusive pedagogy, classroom differentiation, or universal design. Without this foundation, teachers often rely on medicalized interpretations of disability or fear inclusive classrooms due to lack of confidence. This gap directly undermines the psychological environment of the classroom: students who sense frustration, neglect, or discomfort from teachers are less likely to participate or build healthy academic identities. Teacher unpreparedness also restricts the development of classroom cultures in which diversity is normalized and celebrated. Inclusion becomes symbolic when teachers have neither the theoretical understanding nor the practical strategies needed to enact substantive changes in pedagogy, assessment, or relational dynamics. In sum, inclusion remains symbolic because schools have focused on the visible, procedural aspects of policy while neglecting the deeper cultural, social, and psychological transformations required for genuine participation. For PwDs in mainstream schools- especially in districts such as Purba Medinipur- the barriers are less about infrastructure and more about the beliefs, norms, competitive pressures, and relational environments that shape their everyday experiences. To achieve the objective of this paper, this critical analysis makes clear that inclusion will remain incomplete until schools reimagine themselves not merely as accessible physical spaces but as culturally affirming, socially supportive, and psychologically safe ecosystems.
6. Rethinking Readiness: A Theoretical Proposition
The preceding analysis makes clear that school readiness cannot be limited to infrastructural adequacy or procedural compliance. Instead, readiness must be reconceptualized as a multi-dimensional, ecological construct shaped by relational dynamics, cultural ideologies, pedagogical responsiveness, ethical commitments, and institutional priorities. Drawing on sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), disability studies (Ghai, 2015; Shakespeare, 2013), and ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1994), this section proposes a holistic framework for rethinking readiness that aligns explicitly with the objective of this paper: to assess inclusivity in the social, cultural, and psychological environments of schools.
6.1 Relational Readiness
Relational readiness refers to the capacity of a school to create the interpersonal conditions necessary for belonging, meaningful participation, and emotional safety (Mashburn & Pianta, 2006). Inclusion is fundamentally a relational project: it is enacted through teacher–student interactions, peer networks, family engagement, and community relationships (Slater, 2004). Research shows that positive social relationships significantly influence academic engagement and psychological well-being for disabled learners (UNESCO, 2020). Conversely, hostile peer cultures, low teacher expectations, or emotionally distant classrooms undermine inclusion even in highly resourced environments. Readiness must therefore include intentional efforts to build empathetic relationships, promote cooperative learning, nurture peer support structures, and cultivate an ethos of mutual respect. Without relational transformation, infrastructural improvements remain hollow (Billson & Tiberius, 1991).
6.2 Cultural Readiness
Cultural readiness requires schools to confront the deep-seated beliefs, myths, and normative assumptions that shape attitudes toward disability. As Ghai (2015) notes, disability in India continues to be framed through cultural narratives of pity, tragedy, or karma, which often enter school cultures and reproduce stigma (Pujari, 2022). Cultural readiness demands that schools actively challenge ableist norms, question deficit-based assumptions, and embrace disability as a dimension of human diversity. This includes diversifying the curriculum to reflect disability narratives (Shelley, 2023), integrating critical disability studies perspectives, and normalizing disabled identities in classroom discourse. Schools that ignore cultural narratives risk reinforcing invisible barriers that prevent PwDs from feeling socially or psychologically included. Transforming the cultural climate is therefore essential for any meaningful definition of readiness (Chiang, 2019).
6.3 Pedagogical Readiness
Pedagogical readiness refers to the capacity of teachers and classrooms to adapt instruction, assessment, and learning environments to accommodate diverse learners (Sukhai & Mohler, 2016). Drawing on the principles of Universal Design for Learning (CAST, 2018), pedagogical readiness requires multimodal teaching, differentiated instruction, flexible assessments, and child-centered approaches. Kalyanpur (2008) argues that Indian pedagogy has long been shaped by uniformity and standardization, limiting its responsiveness to diverse learning needs. For PwDs, rigid pedagogies translate into exclusion—even when teachers express goodwill—because the curriculum and assessment systems remain inaccessible (Moriña, 2021). Pedagogical readiness therefore requires continuous professional development, reflective practice, and a willingness to redesign learning environments so that participation is not dependent on conformity to normative learning styles (Moriña & Orozco, 2022).
6.4 Ethical Readiness
Ethical readiness concerns the moral and rights-based foundations upon which inclusion is built. Schools often approach disability through charity or benevolence, reinforcing hierarchical relationships between disabled and non-disabled learners. Ethical readiness challenges these paternalistic frameworks by grounding inclusion in dignity, autonomy, and human rights (Gajewski, 2014). This aligns with Shakespeare’s (2013) argument that disability must be understood through justice-oriented rather than charity-oriented paradigms. Ethical readiness requires schools to respect the agency of disabled learners, uphold their rights to participation, and ensure that policies and practices promote equity rather than dependency or segregation. It shifts the discourse from “helping the disabled” to dismantling barriers and creating just environments (Gajewski, 2017).
6.5 Institutional Readiness
Institutional readiness refers to the structural and leadership commitments necessary for sustaining inclusive practices (Parilla, 1993). Ainscow and Sandill (2010) emphasize that leadership plays a decisive role in shaping school cultures: leaders determine priorities, allocation of resources, and the visibility of inclusion within the institutional agenda. When inclusion is treated as an add-on or secondary requirement, teachers receive inconsistent support, families encounter barriers, and students remain marginalized. Institutional readiness requires school leaders to embed inclusion as a core indicator of school quality, integrate disability perspectives into planning and evaluation, and foster a schoolwide culture of collaboration (Toson & Weisling, 2019). Institutional readiness also involves developing clear policies, investing in support systems, and building mechanisms for accountability- not as punitive tools, but as structures that maintain sustained commitment.
7. Implications for Policy and Practice 
The analysis presented in this paper highlights that the barriers to inclusion for Persons with Disabilities (PwDs) lie not only in the physical architecture of schools but in their cultural, relational, and psychological environments. Therefore, policy and practice must move decisively beyond infrastructural reform and rethink inclusion as a socio-cultural transformation. This requires a multidimensional approach that addresses attitudes, identities, pedagogies, and institutional priorities.
First, policies must explicitly recognize sociocultural indicators of inclusion. Current monitoring tools such as UDISE+ largely focus on infrastructure, enrolment, or resource availability. However, these metrics fail to capture the relational and psychological climate- peer acceptance, teacher expectations, sense of belonging, or the prevalence of stigma- that fundamentally shapes disabled learners’ experiences. National and state-level policies should therefore incorporate indicators such as classroom participation patterns, school climate surveys, and measures of attitudinal change.
Second, teacher education must embed disability studies, anti-ableism, and sociocultural frameworks. As NCERT (2022) highlights, most teachers feel underprepared to support diverse learners. Embedding disability studies (Ghai, 2015), critical analyses of ableism (Campbell, 2009), and sociocultural theories of learning (Vygotsky, 1978) into B.Ed., M.Ed., and in-service programs would equip teachers with the conceptual and pedagogical tools needed for responsive practice. Teacher preparation must shift from charity-oriented or medicalized narratives to rights-based, justice-centered perspectives.
Third, school-level climate audits should be institutionalized. Tools that measure inclusion must go beyond infrastructure and evaluate relationships, classroom interactions, emotional safety, and participation. Climate audits- conducted through observations, student voice surveys, peer interaction mapping, and reflective teacher assessments- can reveal hidden patterns of exclusion that remain invisible in infrastructural audits.
Fourth, curriculum and textbook reforms must embed disability narratives and representation. As Shelley (2023) notes, the absence or stereotyping of disabled characters reinforces invisibility. Curriculum reform must ensure that disability is included not merely as a topic but as a cross-cutting theme across subjects, stories, examples, visuals, and assessments. This would normalize disability as part of human diversity and challenge deficit-based cultural norms.
Finally, community engagement programs must actively challenge stigma and cultural beliefs surrounding disability. Schools do not exist in isolation; they reflect societal attitudes. Parent-teacher associations, school management committees, and community organizations should work together to promote awareness, challenge harmful stereotypes, and encourage inclusive participation in school events, decision-making, and co-curricular activities. Culturally responsive programs can bridge the gap between community narratives and school practices, strengthening the social foundations of inclusion.
Collectively, these implications highlight that inclusion requires systemic transformation-across policy, pedagogy, culture, leadership, and community life-not isolated interventions.
8. Conclusion 
School readiness for inclusion cannot be meaningfully assessed through the presence of ramps, accessible toilets, disability certificates, or the employment of special educators alone. These infrastructural elements, while necessary, are insufficient indicators of whether a school genuinely welcomes and supports learners with disabilities. The findings of this paper reveal that inclusion is fundamentally a cultural, relational, and psychological process, shaped by everyday interactions, norms of meritocracy, institutional beliefs, and deeply-rooted societal attitudes toward disability. Drawing on sociocultural theory, disability studies, and ecological systems perspectives, this paper argues that meaningful inclusion requires a transformation of the school as a whole—its ethos, discourses, relationships, teaching practices, and community engagements. Policies can mandate accessibility, but they cannot automatically create belonging. Schools may comply with administrative requirements yet fail to cultivate environments where disabled learners feel valued, safe, and able to participate fully. For PwDs in mainstream schools, especially in socially diverse contexts such as Purba Medinipur, the greatest barriers are not physical but cultural—stigmatizing beliefs, rigid academic norms, deficit-based teacher expectations, and peer cultures that reinforce ableist hierarchies. Unless these hidden dimensions are addressed, inclusion will remain symbolic. Thus, readiness must be reconceptualized as a holistic ecological condition, encompassing relational empathy, cultural responsiveness, pedagogical flexibility, ethical commitment, and institutional leadership. Only when schools reimagine themselves as ecosystems where diversity is celebrated- not merely tolerated- can the goals of the RPwD Act (2016) and NEP 2020 be realized. Inclusion becomes meaningful when every child, regardless of disability, experiences dignity, belonging, participation, and the freedom to thrive academically and socially.
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