
Multidisciplinary Output Research For Actual and International 
Issue (MORFAI Journal) ISSN (e): 2808-6635 

Volume 6 No. 5 (2026) 
 

   

Publish by Radja Publika 
               7268 

 
Inclusive Education for Students with Disabilities: Evidence-Based Practices, 

Frameworks, and Policy Directions 
 

Dr. Vandana Singh Thakur¹ 
Dean, University of Technology, Department of Special Education and Rehabilitation Sciences, Vatika, Jaipur: 

vandana03thakur@gmail.com  
 

Manish Kumar Meena2. 
Assistant Professor, University of Technology, Department of Special Education and Rehabilitation Sciences, Vatika, 

Jaipur 
meena.manish0707@gmail.com  

 
Received : 10 June 2026 Accepted : 04 July 2026 
Revised  : 22 June  2026 Published : 20 July 2026 

 
Abstract 

Inclusive education the practice of educating students with disabilities alongside their non-disabled peers in general 
education settings  has become a central goal of special education policy and practice worldwide. This paper reviews the 
legal foundations, theoretical frameworks, and evidence-based instructional strategies that underpin effective special 
education services. It examines the continuum of educational placements required by the principle of the Least Restrictive 
Environment (LRE), the role of Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in 
differentiating instruction, and the contribution of assistive technology to student access and independence. The paper 
also considers persistent barriers to inclusion, including resource constraints, attitudinal factors, and gaps in teacher 
preparation, and offers recommendations for strengthening collaborative, family-centered, and data-driven practice. The 
synthesis suggests that well-implemented inclusive models, supported by adequate training and resources, benefit both 
students with disabilities and their typically developing peers academically, socially, and emotionally. 
 
Keywords: special education, inclusive education, Least Restrictive Environment, Universal Design for Learning, Multi-
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1. Introduction 

Special education encompasses the specially designed instruction, related services, and supports provided to 
students whose disabilities affect their ability to learn in the same way as most other students. Over the past five decades, 
the field has undergone a profound philosophical shift: from segregating students with disabilities in separate institutions 
or classrooms, toward educating them, wherever appropriate, within general education environments alongside their 
peers. This shift, commonly referred to as inclusive education, reflects both a civil-rights commitment to equal 
educational opportunity and a growing body of research demonstrating that inclusive settings, when properly resourced, 
can improve outcomes for students with and without disabilities alike. This paper synthesizes key legal, theoretical, and 
practical dimensions of contemporary special education. It begins with the historical and legislative foundations that 
established the right to a free, appropriate public education in the least restrictive environment. It then reviews theoretical 
frameworks that inform instructional design, followed by a discussion of evidence-based strategies, assistive technology, 
and collaborative service-delivery models. The paper concludes with a discussion of persistent challenges and 
recommendations for policy and practice. 
 
2. Historical and Legal Foundations 

The legal architecture of special education rests on the principle that education is a right, not a privilege 
contingent on ability. In the United States, this principle was codified through a series of landmark statutes, while 
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internationally, the 1994 Salamanca Statement established inclusive education as a global policy priority. Table 1 
summarizes several of the milestones that continue to shape special education practice today. 

Year Milestone Significance 

1975 Education for All Handicapped 
Children Act (EAHCA) 

Established the right of children with 
disabilities in the U.S. to a free, appropriate 
public education (FAPE). 

1990 Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA) 

Prohibited discrimination on the basis of 
disability across public life, including 
education. 

1990 / 2004 Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) 

Renamed and strengthened EAHCA; 
introduced Individualized Education 
Programs (IEPs) and the Least Restrictive 
Environment mandate. 

1994 UNESCO Salamanca Statement 

Called on the international community to 
adopt inclusive education as the norm, 
framing it as a matter of equity and human 
rights. 

2004 IDEA Improvement Act 

Aligned special education more closely with 
general accountability standards and 
emphasized Response to Intervention (RTI) 
approaches. 

Table 1. Key Legislative and Policy Milestones in Special Education 
3. Theoretical Frameworks 

Several theoretical perspectives inform contemporary special education practice. Vygotsky's sociocultural 
theory, and in particular the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development, emphasizes that learning is maximized when 
instruction targets tasks a student can accomplish with appropriate support rather than alone — a principle underlying 
scaffolded and differentiated instruction. Bronfenbrenner's ecological systems theory situates the learner within nested 
systems (family, classroom, school, community, and broader policy), reminding educators that a student's progress is 
shaped by factors well beyond the individual classroom. 

A third influential framework, Universal Design for Learning (UDL), originates from architecture's principle of 
designing environments accessible to the widest possible range of users. Applied to education, UDL calls for offering 
multiple means of engagement, representation, and action or expression from the outset of lesson planning, rather than 
retrofitting accommodations after a lesson has already been designed for a 'typical' learner. Together, these frameworks 
support a shift from a deficit-based view of disability, which locates the 'problem' within the student, toward a systems-
based view, which examines how environments can be designed or adapted to support diverse learners. 
 
4. Understanding Disability Categories 

Students receiving special education services present with a wide range of disabilities, each with distinct 
educational implications. Common categories include specific learning disabilities, speech or language impairments, 
autism spectrum disorder, other health impairments (such as ADHD), intellectual disabilities, emotional or behavioral 
disorders, and multiple or sensory disabilities. Specific learning disabilities and speech/language impairments together 
tend to account for the largest share of students served, though prevalence patterns vary across regions and reporting 
systems, as illustrated in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3. Illustrative distribution of disability categories among students receiving special education service 
 
5. The Continuum of Placement and the Least Restrictive Environment 

Special education law requires that, to the maximum extent appropriate, students with disabilities be educated 
with their non-disabled peers, and that removal from the general education environment occur only when the nature or 
severity of the disability prevents satisfactory education there, even with supplementary aids and services. This principle, 
known as the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE), is operationalized through a continuum of placement options ranging 
from full inclusion in a general classroom to more restrictive settings such as separate schools or homebound instruction, 
as shown in Figure 1. Placement decisions are made individually by a student's IEP team based on present levels of 
performance, goals, and the supports needed to access the general curriculum. Importantly, LRE is not a single fixed 
placement but a dynamic determination that should be revisited as a student's needs change over time. 

 
Figure 1. The continuum of placement options guided by the Least Restrictive Environment principle. 
 
6. Evidence-Based Instructional Strategies 

A substantial body of research supports specific instructional strategies for improving outcomes among students 
with disabilities. Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), illustrated in Figure 2, organize instruction and intervention 
into increasingly intensive tiers, using ongoing progress-monitoring data to determine which students need additional 
support beyond high-quality core instruction. Complementary strategies are summarized in Table 2. 
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Figure 2. Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS/RTI) framework. 

Strategy Core Principle Example Application 

Universal Design for 
Learning (UDL) 

Design flexible goals, methods, and 
materials from the outset to reduce 
barriers for all learners. 

Offering text, audio, and video 
versions of the same lesson 
content. 

Differentiated Instruction 
Adjust content, process, or product 
based on individual readiness, interest, 
and learning profile. 

Tiered assignments that vary in 
complexity while targeting the 
same standard. 

Multi-Tiered Systems of 
Support (MTSS/RTI) 

Match intervention intensity to student 
need using continuous data 
monitoring. 

Small-group reading 
intervention for students not 
responding to core instruction. 

Co-Teaching Pair a general and special educator to 
jointly plan and deliver instruction. 

One teach/one assist, station 
teaching, or parallel teaching 
models. 

Explicit, Systematic 
Instruction 

Break skills into small steps with 
modeling, guided practice, and 
immediate feedback. 

Direct instruction in phonics or 
multi-step math procedures. 

Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports 
(PBIS) 

Use proactive, function-based 
strategies to teach and reinforce 
expected behavior. 

School-wide behavior 
expectations paired with 
individualized behavior plans. 

Table 2. Evidence-Based Instructional Strategies in Special Education 
 

7. Assistive Technology in Special Education 
Assistive technology (AT) refers to any device, equipment, or software used to increase, maintain, or improve 

the functional capabilities of a student with a disability. AT ranges from simple, low-cost tools to sophisticated software 
systems, and its selection should always be driven by an individual student's assessed needs rather than by the newest 
available product. Table 3 outlines common categories of assistive technology and their applications. 
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Category Examples Supports Students Who... 

Communication Speech-generating devices, picture 
exchange systems Have limited or no verbal speech 

Reading & Literacy Text-to-speech software, digital/audio 
books 

Struggle with decoding or print 
access 

Writing Word prediction software, speech-to-
text tools 

Have difficulty with handwriting or 
written expression 

Mobility & 
Positioning 

Wheelchairs, adapted seating, standing 
frames Have physical or motor impairments 

Sensory Access Hearing aids, FM systems, screen 
magnifiers 

Are Deaf/hard of hearing or have 
low vision 

Organization Visual schedules, task-analysis apps Benefit from structured routines and 
executive-function support 

Table 3. Categories of Assistive Technology and Their Applications 
8. Collaboration and Family Engagement 

Effective special education is inherently collaborative. The Individualized Education Program (IEP) process 
brings together general and special educators, related-service providers, administrators, and families to set measurable 
goals and determine appropriate services. Research consistently emphasizes that family engagement — including 
families as genuine partners in goal-setting rather than passive recipients of decisions — is associated with stronger 
student outcomes. Co-teaching arrangements between general and special educators, when supported by adequate 
common planning time, similarly allow specialized expertise to be embedded directly within general education 
instruction rather than delivered only in pull-out settings. 

 
9. Challenges and Barriers to Inclusion 

Despite strong legal and research support for inclusive practice, implementation continues to face significant 
obstacles. Table 4 summarizes commonly reported barriers alongside evidence-informed responses. 

Barrier Description Recommended Response 

Insufficient teacher 
preparation 

General educators often report limited 
training in differentiating instruction 
for diverse learners. 

Embed special-education 
pedagogy in general teacher-
preparation programs and ongoing 
professional development. 

Resource and staffing 
constraints 

Large caseloads and limited 
paraprofessional support strain service 
delivery. 

Align staffing ratios with caseload 
complexity; prioritize funding for 
high-need supports. 

Attitudinal and cultural 
barriers 

Low expectations or stigma can limit 
access to rigorous curriculum. 

Promote strengths-based, person-
first practice and peer-awareness 
programming. 

Fragmented data systems 
Inconsistent progress-monitoring 
hampers timely intervention 
adjustments. 

Adopt integrated MTSS data 
platforms accessible to all team 
members. 
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Barrier Description Recommended Response 

Transition gaps 
Students often experience disrupted 
supports moving between grade levels 
or into post-secondary settings. 

Begin transition planning early 
and involve students in self-
advocacy and goal-setting. 

Table 4. Barriers to Inclusive Education and Recommended Responses 
 
10. Benefits of Inclusion for All Students 

Research on inclusive education indicates benefits that extend beyond students with disabilities. Students with 
disabilities educated in inclusive settings often demonstrate stronger academic engagement and social skill development 
than peers in more segregated placements with comparable needs. Typically developing classmates in inclusive 
classrooms frequently show gains in empathy, collaborative skills, and acceptance of difference, alongside comparable 
or improved academic performance, when inclusion is well-resourced and supported by trained staff. These findings 
underscore that inclusion is not merely a compliance requirement but a pedagogical approach with reciprocal benefits. 

● Increased academic expectations and access to grade-level curriculum 
● Expanded opportunities for peer modeling and social interaction 
● Greater development of self-advocacy and independence skills 
● Reduced stigma and improved attitudes toward disability school-wide 
● More efficient use of specialized expertise through co-teaching models 
●  

11. Conclusion 
Special education has evolved from a system of exclusion toward one grounded in the principle that all students 

are entitled to a meaningful, appropriately supported education alongside their peers. Realizing this principle in practice 
requires sustained investment in teacher preparation, evidence-based instructional frameworks, assistive technology, and 
genuine collaboration among educators and families. When these elements are in place, inclusive education offers 
substantial benefits not only to students with disabilities but to the broader school community, advancing both equity and 
educational quality together. 
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