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ABSTRACT
This qualitative meta-synthesis was undertaken to synthesize the available literature on the implementation of inclusive education and teacher preparation for inclusive education in India.. An electronic search of six databases—Education Source, APA PsycArticles, APA PsycINFO, ERIC, Education Database, and Web of Science, was conducted. Twenty peer-reviewed articles were included in the final review. The selected studies were appraised for quality using the Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP). Inductive coding revealed that most of the evidence related to the practice of inclusive education focused on barriers, followed by classroom culture and action. The limited available evidence on teacher training for inclusive education indicates that teachers perceived such training as ineffective and insufficient when it was present. Implications for policy, practice, and future research are discussed.








1. INTRODUCTION

In countries across the Global South, inclusive education is shaped by postcolonial histories and ideas of development that have been imported from Western nations (Armstrong et al., 2011; Grech, 2016). The advancement of the practice of inclusive education in these contexts is possible only with policies and practices that are locally informed and grounded, supported by sustainable teacher training, and informed by context-specific strategies and research (Forlin, 2013). Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD, 2006) defines inclusive education as a system in which all learners, including those with disabilities, are educated together in mainstream settings with appropriate support. Importantly, inclusive education differs from integration, which involves placing students with disabilities in mainstream classrooms without adequate adaptation, thus expecting them to conform to existing norms (UNICEF, 2017). The rationale for inclusive education includes not only its potential to improve academic outcomes for all students but also its cost-effectiveness and its contribution to building a more inclusive society (UNICEF, 2017).

Mirroring global definitions, in the Index for Inclusive Schools, India’s National Council of Educational Research and Training’s (NCERT, 2019) illustrated that the growth of the inclusive education movement in India could be viewed as evolving in stages from segregation, integration, and inclusion. In the segregation stage, educational provisions for children with disabilities are rooted in a medical model that emphasizes diagnosis, categorization, and special treatment. This phase prioritized services over rights, advocating for separate educational settings and differentiated curricula perceived as more appropriate for children with disabilities. The emphasis remained on inputs, such as special schools and individualized support, with professional involvement centered on the assumption that learners with disabilities needed to be managed in isolated environments. This approach operates under the notion that disability is a deficit and is within the individual. The integration stage, although still grounded in the medical model, marked a shift toward adaptations made for the individual. Children with disabilities were placed in regular schools, provided they could adapt to prevailing structures and norms. The focus during this phase shifted to curriculum delivery, educational process, and system efficiency, often managed by professionals who specialized in inclusion. The document describes that the focus of integration activities is for SWD (NCERT, 2019). The final stage described in the document was inclusion, which drew on the social model of disability and emphasized institutional adaptation. This stage focuses on rights, systemic reform, and the restructuring of educational environments to support all learners, not only those with disabilities.

Inclusion celebrated diversity, aimed to unify the system, and emphasized learning outcomes. It encouraged collaborative partnerships between professionals and parents and advocated for curriculum content that was flexible and responsive to learner variability. Schools are expected to accommodate differences and actively foster belonging and participation for all students. According to NCERT (2019), this approach aimed to position inclusion as a comprehensive framework for school improvement and effectiveness, rather than a marginal concern.
While national frameworks affirm the inclusive vision articulated in the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (RPWD Act, 2016) which defines inclusive education as a system where students with and without disabilities learn together through adapted pedagogies they are also influenced by broader initiatives such as Samagra Shiksha (2018), India’s flagship "education for all" program. A recent meta-synthesis on perceptions of inclusive education found that educators often conceptualized inclusion not solely in relation to students with disabilities (SWD), but as a broader equity-oriented framework targeting all learners (Author, 2025).

Despite the availability of indicators for inclusive schools, there is a lack of comprehensive studies that synthesize evidence on the actual implementation of inclusive education within the Indian context. Some reviews have examined implementation across the Global South more broadly. For instance, Mendoza and Heymann (2024) conducted a systematic review of 31 studies from 19 low- and middle-income countries. Their review included both qualitative and quantitative studies and considered perspectives from multiple stakeholders, such as educators, parents, students, community members, and non-governmental organizations (NGOs). It sought to identify interventions supporting inclusive education in resource-constrained environments. Findings underscored the importance of teacher training, instructional differentiation, and community engagement as essential for successful implementation. Although promising strategies such as Cluster-Based Instruction and school–community partnerships were noted, the authors highlighted a lack of consistent, high-quality evidence across studies. Moreover, educators’ voices, despite being critical to the success of inclusive initiatives, were often underrepresented.

Similarly, Hollings (2021) conducted a review of 18 studies, the majority of which were situated in low- and middle-income countries across the Middle East, Oceania, East Asia, Eurasia/Central Asia, Southeast Asia, and Africa. Although the review explicitly excluded studies from North America and Europe to focus on inclusive practices beyond Western contexts, it included studies from countries such as New Zealand, South Korea, and Japan, which are not typically categorized as part of the Global South (Kenny, 2025). Like Mendoza and Heymann’s review, Hollings included both quantitative and qualitative studies and considered a wide range of stakeholders beyond educators. The primary aim of the review was to map barriers to the implementation of inclusive education. The findings revealed persistent challenges, including cultural stigma, inadequate infrastructure, and poorly contextualized policy frameworks, many of which were adapted from Western models and found to be misaligned with local realities. Although teachers were acknowledged as key actors in implementing inclusive education, their perspectives were frequently overshadowed by administrative or systemic concerns. The review further emphasized the need for meaningful collaboration among stakeholders to cultivate genuinely inclusive educational communities.

Teachers are widely recognized as powerful implementers of inclusive education, positioned at the frontlines of addressing the growing diversity of learners in today’s classrooms. Their central role in shaping school culture and enacting inclusive practices also positions them as leaders in driving sustainable, context-sensitive inclusion (Rose, 2010; Sarkar & Forber-Pratt, 2021). Given the critical importance of teacher voices and the notable gaps in literature specifically focused on their experiences in India, this meta-synthesis was undertaken to center educators’ perspectives on how inclusive education is interpreted and enacted in Indian schools.

1.1 Rationale for the Study
[bookmark: _Hlk200444047]
This paper is part of a systematic meta-synthesis that consists of two studies and three research questions. The first study (Author, 2025) examined educators’ perceptions of inclusive education and disability, addressing the following research questions: (a) perception of educators about inclusive education; (b) perception of educators about disability. Findings revealed that while educators often conceptualize inclusive education as a school culture that they are responsible for building, they also tend to hold deficit-oriented views of disability. The current study builds on those insights by exploring how educators implement inclusive education in practice. Whether their perceptions are reflected in their actions. Additionally, this review investigates the nature of training educators receive for inclusive education and how they perceive its effectiveness in preparing them for inclusive practice. Therefore, this phase of the meta-synthesis addresses the research question: How is inclusive education taught and practiced in India?

2.METHODS

[bookmark: _heading=h.oeuqt28yoru6]2.1. Study Design

This study employed a qualitative meta-synthesis to investigate how inclusive education is implemented in Indian classrooms and how teacher preparation programs facilitate inclusive teaching practices. Meta-synthesis is particularly well-suited for analyzing individual experiences and interpretations of a phenomenon within specific sociocultural contexts (Chrastina, 2018). While some reviews have examined the implementation of inclusive education more broadly in middle to low-income countries, there are none that focus specifically on India ( Hollings, 2021; Mendoza & Heymann, 2024). The decision to use a meta-synthesis stems from its capacity to go beyond simple aggregation of results. It allows for a critical and interpretive integration of findings, offering new conceptual insights into how inclusive education is taught and enacted across diverse educational contexts (Noblit & Hare, 1988). This method is especially valuable in contexts like India, where regional, cultural, and institutional variation shapes educational practice in complex ways. By comparing and contextualizing findings across studies, meta-synthesis helps generate more transferable and nuanced understandings, even when working with data that are inherently context-bound (Finfgeld-Connett, 2018).

This paper builds upon a previous meta-synthesis that examined how educators perceive disability and inclusion. In contrast, the present study shifts focus to the operationalization of inclusion, how inclusive practices are carried out in classrooms, and the ways in which teacher education supports or hinders these practices.

2.2.Search and Screening Strategy

An electronic search was conducted using five databases: Education Source, APA PsycArticles, APA PsycINFO, ERIC, Education Database, and Web of Science. Because I was interested in three research questions, I identified studies that addressed one or more of those questions. Due to the vast amount of data pulled from the studies, the first two original research questions are as follows: (a) How do researchers define inclusion? and (b) How do teachers perceive disability and inclusion?—were addressed in a separate paper (Author, 2025). The current paper focuses exclusively on the third research question: How is inclusive education taught and practiced in India? Notably, the inclusion criteria and search procedures were consistent across all three questions.
The search strategy involved combinations of the following terms: (inclusion OR inclu* OR inclusive practices OR inclusive strategies); (disability education OR disabilit*); (teacher OR educator); (India). Studies were included in the review based on the following criteria:
1. Participants of the study consisted of teachers in inclusive settings, pre-service teachers, special educators, school administrators, and subject teachers.
1. The study focuses on inclusive practice. Different models of inclusion, such as mainstreaming and integration, were included. This approach was chosen to encompass the diverse educational settings that serve SWD that are used in the Indian context (Farrell, 2016).
1. Studies were published between 2012 to 2023 to capture the most recent literature.
1. Studies used a qualitative research design or mixed methods design that included qualitative descriptive data.
1. Studies were published in peer-reviewed journals.
1. Studies addressed implementation of inclusive education and teacher preparation for inclusion. 
1. Study was conducted in India. 

The initial search yielded 769 articles. After title and abstract screening, 389 articles were retained for full-text review, with 311 excluded. A total of 78 studies underwent full-text screening using the inclusion criteria. Of these, 56 were excluded, and 21 were included. One additional article was identified through an ancestral search, resulting in a final sample of 20 studies for synthesis. Figure 1 presents the PRISMA flow diagram (Page et al., 2021), which outlines the study selection process and details the reasons for exclusion at each stage.

2.3. Data Analysis

	
Data extraction and analysis followed a systematic multi-step approach. A protocol was used to extract key study information, including author(s), year, study purpose, participants, methodology, data collection and analysis methods, and major findings (Peters et al., 2015). The selected studies were appraised for quality using the Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP), which offers strong descriptive validity for qualitative evidence (Hannes et al., 2010).

Each study was reviewed and coded using separate tabs in a Google Sheet, one sheet focused on descriptions of inclusive education practices or implementation, and the other on teacher preparation. Relevant excerpts from the results sections, including both direct participant quotes and author inferences, were inductively coded. The first stage of analysis involved data segmentation, which entailed breaking down the findings into discrete parts, each of which was categorized as a meaning unit. These meaning units were then condensed and labeled with descriptive codes. Following the guidance of O'Connor and Joffe (2020), 25% of the data units were randomly selected for review by a second rater, an associate professor in special education who specializes in school inclusion and exclusion of SWD. The second rater reviewed the data at each step of the coding process. Disagreements were discussed and I reviewed and made adjustments to improve the accuracy of the coding process.

The average agreement rate of meaning units was 86%, 97.5% for condensed meaning units, 97.5% for codes, and 96.45% for categories. At the category level, codes were reviewed against the condensed meaning units to resolve disagreements. See Table 1 for an example of the coding process. 

Table 1
Demonstration of the coding process
	Meaning Units
	Condensed meaning units
	Codes
	Categories-who, what, when or where?
	Finalized Categories

	They described how disabled children attending mainstream schools are neglected in classrooms and are rarely provided opportunities to interact with their classmates
	Disabled children in mainstream schools are neglected and isolated from peers
	
SWD isolated from peers
	What: peer access
	Access

	Teachers in the rural school had limited access to support, with a lack of specialist teachers for planning and delivering the curriculum.
	Rural school had limited resources especially a specialist teacher
	Resources
	What: resources/ support
	Access

	In extreme cases of behavioural issues that lead to regular disruption of the class or harm to other students, parents were advised to consult counsellors outside the school.
	Parents were advised to consult counsellors outside school for disruptive behaviours
	services outside school
	What: services
	Access

	"So my daughter she wouldn't get admission into the special school because they felt she didn't need a special school because she comes somewhere in-between. So she is a slow learner, having a specific learning disability so she wouldn't come into, they felt, the school."
	Child not admitted to the special school because she had moderate disability, being a slow learner with a specific learning disability.
	admission
	Who: in-between case
	access

	Their schools were having all facilities for SC, ST, OBC category of children
	Facilities for SC, ST, OBC category
	SC, ST, OBC
	Who: SC, ST, OBC
	access

	38.8% indicated that their schools follow universal access and retention for elementary education.
	38.8% of schools follow universal access and retention.
	access and retention
	What: access and retention
	access

	Some of the schools in this study after having 'accidentally' admitted children with disabilities claimed that it was their conscious decision to take in children with special needs if approached by parents.
	Accidental admissions framed as conscious decisions.
	accidental admission
	What: admissions
	access


Note. SWD = students with disabilities, SC = scheduled castes, ST= Schedules tribes, OBC = other backward castes
3. FINDINGS

3.1.  Implementation of Inclusive Education 

[bookmark: _Hlk200448439]This section presents the results of open coding applied to data on instances of implementation of inclusive education. The key categories that emerged include barriers, classroom culture, placement of students, and adaptations.  Table 2 illustrates the proportion of these categories as identified through the coding process. Out of the 20 studies included in the review, 17 studies addressed the implementation of inclusive education (Ahmed & Ali, 2021; Charles & Padhy, 2019; D'Souza & Johnson, 2015; Devi Reddy, 2016; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Forber-Pratt & Sarkar, 2021; Kundu & Rice, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Naraian, 2013; Ramchand, 2021; Rangarajan et al., 2023; Rose et al., 2021; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson, 2014; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Tiwari, 2023; Tiwari et al., 2015). 

Table 2
Frequency Distribution of Categories in the Implementation/Practice of Inclusion
	Categories
	Frequency
	Examples of codes

	Barrier
	93
	Attitudinal barriers, classroom sizes, textbook supply delays

	Classroom Culture
	76
	teaching to test, protection from bullying, relegation of SWD

	Placement
	32
	models of inclusion, resource unit, school with specialist, de facto special school

	Adaptation
	34
	curriculum, learner-specific instruction, IEP: only basic information

	Adult Roles
	17
	paraprofessionals juggle roles, community mobilized finances, volunteers sought for support

	Classroom Strategies
	16
	building involvement, low expectations from SWD,

	External Roles
	15
	budgeting/funds, awareness sessions, teacher played negotiation roles

	Access
	14
	Resources; SC, ST, OBC; SWD: unintentional admission

	Collaboration
	13
	no culture of collaboration, planning with specialist

	Assessment
	9
	Same marking scale, board exams

	School Makeup
	11
	Government schools serve marginalized schools, SWD concentrated areas

	Certification
	10
	disability certification important; not informative


Note. SC = scheduled castes, ST= Schedules tribes, OBC = other backward castes


3.1.1. Barriers

The largest category to emerge pertained to barriers to inclusion that researchers presented with 93 codes in 15 studies (Ahmed & Ali, 2021; Charles & Padhy, 2019; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Forber-Pratt & Sarkar, 2021; Kundu & Rice, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Naraian, 2013; Ramchand, 2021; Rangarajan et al., 2023; Rose et al., 2021; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson, 2014; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Tiwari, 2023; Tiwari et al., 2015). Educators described barriers to inclusive education as a result of structural, attitudinal, and resource-related challenges. A recurring issue was the inadequate availability of resources, with three studies highlighting the absence of instructional materials, special infrastructure, and adaptive equipment for SWD (Kundu & Rice, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Ramchand, 2021). Classroom sizes were overwhelmingly large, often exceeding 45 students, leading to the neglect of SWD (Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). Furthermore, there was a notable shortage of specialized teachers and a lack of adequate training for general educators to support inclusive practices, particularly in rural areas (Rose et al., 2021; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). Attitudinal barriers also posed significant obstacles, as negative perceptions and stigma among staff, parents, and administrators undermined inclusive efforts (Charles & Padhy, 2019).
Teachers reported hesitation in engaging with inclusive practices and were often constrained by rigid administrative structures that emphasized traditional hierarchies and profit motives (Tiwari, 2023; Naraian, 2013). Additionally, institutional delays in providing facilities such as ramps and resource rooms further exacerbated accessibility issues (Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Charles & Padhy, 2019). Despite some educators recognizing the potential of SWD, the lack of systemic support, collaboration time, and consistent policy implementation limited the practical realization of inclusive education (Tiwari, 2023; Ahmed & Ali, 2021). 

3.1.2. Classroom Culture and Action

The second largest category to emerge was classroom culture and action which referred to the values, norms, and practices within a classroom with 76 codes in 17 studies (Ahmed & Ali, 2021; Charles & Padhy, 2019; D'Souza & Johnson, 2015; Devi & Reddy, 2016; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Forber-Pratt & Sarkar, 2021; Kundu & Rice, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Naraian, 2013; Ramchand, 2021; Rangarajan et al., 2023; Rose et al., 2021; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson, 2014; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Tiwari, 2023; Tiwari et al., 2015).

Classroom culture and actions for inclusive education showed a mix of supportive and exclusionary practices. Teachers made accommodations for sensory needs, such as special seating or headphones, and used proactive behavior management strategies, like teaching self-regulation skills and providing time-out corners for inattentive students (Tiwari, 2023; D’Souza & Johnson, 2015). Efforts to create a positive environment included emotional support, moral encouragement, and modeling of appropriate behaviors to boost student confidence (D’Souza & Johnson, 2015). Some teachers went beyond standard practices by using creative resources or engaging with parents and special educators to better understand disabilities like autism (Rangarajan et al., 2023; Taneja-Johansson, 2014). However, significant challenges persisted, including unidirectional instruction and a heavy focus on teaching to the test, which limited the scope for interactive and student-centered learning (Tiwari, 2023; Naraian, 2013).
Instances of exclusion were also prevalent, as SWD were often ignored, seated away from peers, or not provided tailored learning goals, especially for students with intellectual disabilities (Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). Teachers tended to prioritize high-performing students, leaving struggling learners and SWD marginalized (Kundu & Rice, 2019; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). Structural limitations, such as a lack of special facilities and an emphasis on performance culture in mainstream schools, further relegated SWD (Charles & Padhy, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017). Despite these barriers, iterative efforts by some teachers, including constant self-improvement and mutual respect, indicated potential for gradual change (Forber-Pratt & Sarkar, 2021; Rangarajan et al., 2023). Overall, we see a mix of promise and barriers in the practice of inclusive education.



3.1.3. Placement

The third largest category to emerge was location of placement of SWD, with 32 codes in nine studies (Ahmed & Ali, 2021; Charles & Padhy, 2019; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Naraian, 2013; Ramchand, 2021; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Tiwari, 2023; Tiwari et al., 2015). Teachers described placing SWD in front rows or with siblings to facilitate note-taking; there were also instances where seating arrangements were based on ability or gender (Ramchand, 2021; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). Resource units and pull-out sessions were used to provide targeted academic support for struggling students, both in private and government schools (Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Tiwari et al., 2015). However, space constraints often limited effective inclusion, with teachers unable to maneuver or integrate assistive technologies within overcrowded classrooms (Tiwari, 2023). Additionally, some schools served as de facto centers for SWD due to the presence of trained staff, while others transferred students deemed "uneducable" to special schools (Ramchand, 2021; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016). 

3.1.4. Adaptations

The fourth largest category to emerge was classroom culture and action, which referred to modifications in the classroom, curriculum, or teaching strategies, including one-on-one support and IEPs, to support SWD and other marginalized learners with 34 codes in eight studies (Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Forber-Pratt & Sarkar, 2021; Kundu & Rice, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Naraian, 2013; Rose et al., 2021; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Tiwari, 2023). Teachers implemented various adaptations to create inclusive classrooms, tailoring their approaches to meet the diverse needs of students. Curricular modifications were a key focus, with some schools adopting alternative curricula or flexible options like the National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS) to accommodate students who struggled with mainstream academic pathways (Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Naraian, 2013). Strategies such as differentiated instruction, multisensory teaching, and personalized lesson plans were used to support learner-specific needs (Kundu & Rice, 2019; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016). Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) were used, but challenges such as limited teacher knowledge and inadequate implementation hindered their effectiveness (Tiwari, 2023). Additional adaptations included one-on-one time with students, leveraging peer support systems, and utilizing proactive behavior management techniques for engagement (Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Rose et al., 2021; D'Souza & Johnson, 2015). 

3.2. Professional Development for Inclusive Education in India 

This section presents the results of open coding applied to data on educators' perceptions of the training they received for inclusive education. Out of the studies included in the review,, only 12 studies referred to teacher preparation (Bhatnagar & Das, 2014; Charles & Padhy, 2019; Devi & Reddy, 2016; D'Souza & Johnson, 2015; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Kundu & Rice, 2019; Misquitta & Joshi, 2022; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Ramchand, 2022; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson, 2014; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). One study described the details of an in-service professional development program. The remaining 11 studies were educators recounting the professional development they had received. The key categories that emerged include teachers describing training to be insufficient or ineffective, followed by enablers, training gaps, and training they desired. Table 3 illustrates the proportion of these categories as identified through the coding process.	




Table 3
Frequency Distribution of Categories in Professional Development for Inclusive Education
	Categories
	Frequency
	Examples of codes

	Insufficient
	29
	limited component on inclusion; no practical exposure

	Enablers
	10
	adaptation for low-resource environment; Interaction with other professionals

	Training Gap
	10
	insufficient special education training; no training: differentiated instruction

	Desired Training
	10
	incentivization of inclusion training; Master trainers for IE

	Skills Needed
	9
	skills/ competence/ability

	ID-Focused Training
	4
	focus on identification

	Inclusion Skills Lacking
	2
	Not trained for IE

	Single-Disability Focus
	2
	focus on specific disabilities

	Support
	2
	insufficient support

	Teacher Shortage
	2
	teacher Shortage, transfer of trained teachers


Note. IE = inclusive education.

3.2.1.Ineffective, Insufficient, or Absent 

The largest category to emerge under training for inclusive education was teachers describing training as ineffective or insufficient with 27 codes in eight studies (Charles & Padhy, 2019; Devi & Reddy, 2016; Kundu & Rice, 2019; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Ramchand, 2022; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson, 2014; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023). One of the second largest categories was teachers describing the lack of training for inclusion with 10 codes in seven studies (Bhatnagar & Das, 2014; Charles & Padhy, 2019; D'Souza & Johnson, 2015; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Ramchand, 2022; Sawhney, 2015; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023).  Since both these categories are very closely related, they are being reported together. Teachers reported pervasive gaps in the training and professional development of educators for inclusive education, leaving them unprepared to support SWD. Teachers reported that pre-service programs often excluded inclusive education content, while in-service training consisted of brief, superficial workshops that failed to equip them with practical skills (Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023; Kundu & Rice, 2019). This inadequacy, compounded by the focus on theoretical concepts over practical application, left educators struggling to address diverse classroom needs (Kundu & Rice, 2019; Taneja-Johansson, 2014). Differentiated instruction was also underemphasized in curricula, and general education tracks were preferred due to better job prospects, contributing to a shortage of specialized teachers (Charles & Padhy, 2019). Additionally, expressed feelings of helplessness, citing insufficient expertise and ineffective training leading to a lack of preparedness to address students with specific disabilities such as Autism, or social, emotional, and behavioral disorders (SEBD) (D'Souza & Johnson, 2015; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023)




3.2.2. Enablers 

There was only one study that reported an in-service training program that was reported to be helpful to participants. All 10 codes from this category are from Misquitta and Joshi’s (2022) study that highlighted effective training strategies that empowered educators to teach in inclusive classrooms, even in low-resource settings. Teachers utilized innovative techniques, such as energizers and attention grabbers, to enhance student engagement during lessons. They also demonstrated resourcefulness by adapting tools like a Math app for individualized instruction and remediation in pull-out sessions, enabling focused learning for some students while others continued traditional tasks. Online resources were another key strategy, used to involve parents in their children’s learning process and content.

Participants appreciated the collaborative nature of training, particularly the coaching support that offered guidance and helped resolve their queries. Hands-on workshops and opportunities to share experiences further fostered a professional community where educators addressed common challenges and exchanged practical solutions. Instances of what teachers find valuable in training closely reflect the inadequacies they previously reported (see previous paragraph), such as unidirectional instruction and the failure to address practical classroom challenges.

3.2.3. Desired Training 

The third largest category was descriptions of training that teachers expressed they preferred, with 10 codes in five studies (Bhatnagar & Das, 2014; Charles & Padhy, 2019; Elton-Chalcraft et al., 2016; Mohanty & Nanda, 2017; Ramchand, 2022). Teachers expressed a strong need for structured and specialized training to support inclusive education. Teachers suggested the importance of integrating special education modules into teacher preparation programs, suggesting that such courses would benefit all educators (Charles & Padhy, 2019). Similarly, teachers in Bhatnagar and Das’s (2014) study recommended that the NCERT develop master trainers to equip educators with the skills needed to effectively teach students with special needs. Respondents in studies by Mohanty and Nanda (2017) and Elton-Chalcraft et al. (2016) emphasized the need for specialized training, particularly for those teaching deaf students and working in resource units. Additionally, teachers in Bhatnagar and Das’s (2014) research stressed the importance of regular in-service training, along with incentives, to ensure the successful implementation of inclusive practices. These responses collectively underscore the necessity for a comprehensive and sustained professional development framework to advance inclusive education.

Other codes that emerged in this section included training focused on identification only (Bhatnagar & Das 2014; Taneja-Johansson et al., 2023), teacher shortage and transfers (Charles & Padhy, 2019; Sawhney, 2015), insufficient structural support from training institutes and in the classroom (Kundu & Rice, 2016; Ramchand, 2022).  

4. DISCUSSION 

While educators predominantly express favorable perceptions toward inclusive education (Author, 2025), the findings of this meta-synthesis reveal a stark discrepancy between their ideological commitment and actual implementation in schools. The most prominent category across the studies was barriers to inclusion, encompassing systemic, attitudinal, and resource-related challenges. These include a consistent shortage of specialist educators, inadequate training for general education teachers, large class sizes, lack of instructional materials, and limited adaptive infrastructure. Attitudinal barriers were not confined to teachers but extended to parents and administrators, highlighting a broader cultural resistance to inclusion (Naraian, 2021; Singal, 2019). It is also important to note that there were very few codes in the included studies pertaining to teacher preparation for inclusive education. 

Educators also reported a lack of systemic support, insufficient policy coherence, and limited collaboration time. Rigid administrative frameworks, profit-driven motives in private schools, and an emphasis on standardized testing further constrained the meaningful implementation of inclusive practices. These findings align with existing critiques of the narrow, exam-centric focus of mainstream Indian education, which often sidelines inclusive pedagogies (Naraian, 2021; Singal, 2019).

In terms of classroom practice, accommodations were sporadic and typically limited to emotional support or behavioral modeling. Examples included special seating arrangements or the use of headphones for sensory regulation. Occasionally, alternative academic pathways, such as the NIOS, were offered to students who could not cope with conventional academic expectations. However, it is important to examine whether these decisions were truly made in response to student needs or whether they reflected the limitations of an educational system unable to provide adequate support. In other words, there is a need for closer examination of who is making these academic decisions for students and the factors influencing them. Drawing from Waitoller and Artiles’ (2013) framework of redistribution, recognition, and representation, this reflects a concern regarding the representation of SWD in educational decision-making. Ideally, SWD should be sufficiently empowered to participate in decisions that directly affect their educational experiences, including placement. Similarly, findings of this study indicate that placement of SWD is often shaped by logistical convenience or resource availability. This reflects yet another instance in which decisions are made on behalf of students—decisions that may not align with what students would choose for themselves if they were given the opportunity to advocate for their own interests. While acknowledging that inclusive education cannot be reduced to the mere placement of SWD in general education classrooms especially in the Indian context, this may look like trying to include SWD to flawed and barren center (Singal, 2019) there remains a pressing need for deliberate and systematic efforts to critically examine the rationale behind such placement decisions. Without thoughtful consideration and sustained action toward building a system that is genuinely inclusive of SWD, there is a significant risk of reinforcing segregationist practices.

Data from this meta-synthesis indicated a significant gap in teacher preparation for inclusive education. Educators consistently reported that existing training programs were inadequate, heavily theoretical, and lacked practical components essential for effective classroom implementation. In particular, teachers highlighted the absence of training in areas such as the development of individualized education plans (IEPs) and the application of hands-on instructional strategies. As a result, many educators described a disconnect between their conceptual understanding of inclusion and the practical skills needed to support SWD in everyday classroom contexts.

4.1. Implications for Policy and Practice

To address the persistent shortage of trained special educators, policies must aim to make specialist teacher training both accessible and professionally rewarding. Recruitment strategies should be accompanied by systemic reforms that incentivize pursuing specialist training. Furthermore, there should be efforts to make systemic changes that will support teachers in the practice of inclusion. For example, policy that promotes sustained investment in advancing the use of technology for inclusive classrooms and investment in appropriately training educators to use the technology effectively would be an important foundational step. 

Effective inclusion requires sustained investment in teacher development. In-service training programs must prioritize experiential learning, offering opportunities for teachers to co-develop and implement IEPs and practice differentiated instruction. Collaborative structures such as peer coaching, co-teaching, professional learning communities, and creative use of tech solutions have shown promise (Misquitta & Joshi, 2022) and can serve a model for pre-service and in-service training efforts.  

4.2. Implications for Research

Future research should critically examine whether alternatives like NIOS are truly responsive to student needs or merely symptomatic of systemic incapacity to support diverse learners. Additionally, studies should explore the efficacy of classroom-level strategies, such as one-on-one instruction, peer-assisted learning, and proactive behavior management, and interrogate the goals that guide their implementation. Research must also investigate how inclusive practices are negotiated within the cultural and structural constraints of schools to better inform context-sensitive interventions. Additionally, there should be an effort to understand the perspective of SWD, their experience in the school system, their aspirations for the future, and their school journey. Finally, policy analyses of schools and systems across India would provide a foundational understanding of the capacity of educators to provide inclusive education.

5. Limitations

This systematic meta-synthesis was limited to specific databases and included only peer-reviewed articles, which may have constrained the overall representation of inclusive education practices in India. Additionally, restricting the review to English-language publications may have further narrowed the scope, potentially omitting relevant research published in regional languages. The choice of search terms may also have influenced the range of studies identified. Despite these limitations, the findings synthesized in this review offer a valuable contribution to the field of inclusive education and can serve as a foundation for future research, inform practice and policy, and stimulate deeper dialogue among stakeholders.

6. Conclusion

This meta-synthesis indicates that while educators generally support the principles of inclusion, their efforts are constrained by systemic barriers, inadequate preparation, attitudinal resistance, and rigid institutional cultures. The findings highlight that inclusion remains more aspirational than operational, often reduced to minimal accommodations and trivialized solutions like seating arrangements in the front or with siblings. Addressing this gap requires a holistic response that includes meaningful changes in teacher education, school policy, and broader structural reforms. As long as deficit-based understandings of disability and normative expectations persist, inclusive education risks becoming a tokenistic idea rather than a lived reality for SWD in India.
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