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ABSTRACT

Inclusive education has become a fundamental priority within contemporary education systems, particularly in
responding to the varied learning requirements of students with special educational needs (SEN). Although
inclusive education is strongly supported through international and national policy frameworks, many schools
continue to encounter challenges in converting inclusive ideals into effective day-to-day practices. Research
consistently identifies leadership as a decisive element shaping the success or failure of inclusive initiatives. This
systematic literature review brings together recent empirical studies examining leadership practices that support
the creation of inclusive learning environments for students with special educational needs (SEN), with a focus
on leadership strategies, implementation barriers, and organisational responsibilities. Following the PRISMA
guidelines, 48 peer-reviewed journal articles published between 2022 and 2026 were sourced from the Scopus
and Web of Science databases and examined through qualitative content analysis. Two primary themes emerged
from the analysis: the role of leadership in promoting inclusive environments and the challenges involved in
implementing inclusive practices for SEN students. The results indicate that inclusive practices are strengthened
by visionary leadership, sustained organisational commitment, and collaborative engagement, whereas cultural,
socioeconomic, and systemic limitations continue to hinder effective implementation. This review highlights the
importance of school leaders adopting context-sensitive, resource-aware, and culturally responsive leadership
approaches to achieve sustainable inclusive education. The findings provide valuable insights for policymakers,
practitioners, and researchers aiming to enhance leadership capacity within inclusive education contexts.

Keywords: Inclusive Education, Leadership Practices, Special Education, Systematic Literature Review, School
Leadership

INTRODUCTION

Inclusive education has increasingly been positioned as a core priority within modern educational systems,
reflecting a broader commitment to ensuring fair access, meaningful participation, and equal learning
opportunities for all students. Rooted in principles of social justice, equity, and human rights, inclusive education
seeks to dismantle structural and systemic barriers that exclude or marginalise learners with disabilities and other
diverse learning needs (Toson et al., 2013; Volosnikova, 2023). Global policy instruments, particularly the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, have further reinforced the responsibility
of education systems to provide learning environments that recognise and respond to learner diversity in
inclusive and equitable ways.

Notwithstanding the strong emphasis placed on inclusive education within policy discourse, the effective
enactment of inclusive principles at the school level remains a persistent challenge. A growing body of research
indicates that the extent to which inclusive policies are translated into authentic practices is largely influenced
by leadership within schools. School leaders play a pivotal role in shaping inclusive school cultures, setting
institutional priorities, and ensuring that inclusion is embedded in everyday practices rather than treated as a
peripheral initiative (Mbua, 2023; Adams et al., 2023). Beyond instructional leadership, school leaders are tasked
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with managing the physical, social, and attitudinal dimensions of the school environment, all of which have a
direct impact on the learning experiences of students with special educational needs (SEN).

Within the Malaysian educational context, the Special Education Integration Programme (SEIP) represents a
significant policy initiative designed to support SEN students in mainstream school settings. The successful
implementation of SEIP requires learning environments that are accessible, safe, and adaptable to diverse learner
needs, in accordance with statutory guidelines such as the Code of Practice on Access for Disabled Persons to
Public Buildings (2002). However, empirical evidence suggests that many special education classrooms continue
to face limitations in terms of facilities and resources, thereby constraining their capacity to support effective
teaching and meaningful learning experiences for SEN students (Hannah Amran et al., 2019; Emerick, 2022).

The effectiveness of inclusive education is strongly shaped by environmental factors, which can be broadly
classified into physical, social, and attitudinal components. The physical environment encompasses aspects such
as school building design, classroom configuration, and accessibility provisions, including ramps, adaptive
furniture, and sensory-friendly spaces that support diverse learning needs (Akbar et al., 2023). The social
environment involves patterns of interaction and relationships among students, teachers, and the wider school
community, which are essential for fostering a sense of belonging, participation, and social inclusion.
Meanwhile, the attitudinal environment refers to the beliefs, perceptions, and values held by educators, students,
and parents toward disability and inclusion. Negative or deficit-oriented attitudes within this domain are
frequently identified as some of the most enduring obstacles to the effective implementation of inclusive
practices (Alkharraz, 2022).

Inalignment with global agendas such as the Sustainable Development Goals and national frameworks including
the Malaysian Education Development Plan 2013-2025, school leaders are increasingly expected to create
learning environments that are inclusive, safe, and supportive of the holistic development of SEN students.
Despite these expectations, leadership practices related to environmental management and the practical
enactment of inclusion remain insufficiently examined in the literature. In response to this gap, the present
systematic literature review seeks to explore leadership practices that support inclusive learning environments
and to examine the challenges faced by school leaders in implementing inclusive education, as reflected in the
following research questions:

1. What leadership practices are most effective in ensuring accessible and supportive school facilities for
students with SEN?

2. What challenges Encountered by School Leaders in Implementing Inclusive Practices for Students with
Special Educational Needs?

LITERATURE REVIEW

In order to provide an inclusive learning environment for special education, school leadership is essential.
Integrating children with impairments into regular classrooms requires effective leadership techniques. Building
collaborative structures, exhibiting a basic understanding of special education, and exhibiting favourable
attitudes towards special education are all important practices (Alkaabi et al., 2022; Ramakrishnan et al., 2020).
By addressing a range of unique educational needs and reducing obstacles to learning, intentional leadership
may bring educators together and give them the tools they need to work towards a shared objective of inclusivity
(Moloney & McCarthy, 2018). In order to develop a culture of equity and guide school reform initiatives to
increase staff capacity and promote collaboration, principals in inclusive schools frequently demonstrate an
innate awareness of inclusivity (Abdallah et al., 2023).

The role of the Special Educational Needs Coordinator (SENCO) is crucial in secondary schools, particularly in
Ireland, where formal recognition and development of SENCOs' leadership capacity are advocated (Wong &
Fitzgerald, 2024). Leadership training programs should promote socially just leaders who can create appropriate
learning spaces for all children, emphasizing the moral responsibility of providing equal opportunities (Katsarou
etal., 2023). District-level special education leaders also play a significant role by engaging assertively to further
inclusivity, challenging noninclusive practices, and cultivating a culture for inclusive reform (Yazrina YahYa et
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al., 2020). These leaders use strategic actions to advocate for all learners, demonstrating the importance of a
critical equity lens in leadership (Tracy-Bronson, 2020).

Principals and senior leadership teams oversee implementing an inclusive leadership strategy that transforms the
entire school. School culture and focus are shaped by principals, who have a big influence on how instruction is
delivered to children with disabilities (Adams et al., 2023). Developing a positive disability identity through a
social model viewpoint and providing teachers with sufficient resources and professional development are
examples of effective inclusive leadership strategies (D. E. DeMatthews & Mueller, 2022). (Faragher et al.,
2021). The complexity of running inclusive schools is highlighted by issues including shifting dynamics and the
requirement for ongoing professional development (Adams et al., 2023). All things considered, inclusive
leadership is essential to the effective execution of inclusive education, which benefits all kids with varying skill
levels.

Figure 1: Concept maps of Leadership in Inclusive Education
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The concept map titled “Leadership in Inclusive Education” illustrates three main domains strategies for
inclusion, barriers to inclusion, and the role of leaders ach of which plays a critical role in shaping effective
inclusive education practices. Firstly, strategies for inclusion emphasize the need for well-prepared systems and
stakeholders to address the needs of students with disabilities. This involves adequate preparation for special-
needs education, adherence to quality education standards, active family engagement, and enhancing teacher
performance. These factors highlight that successful inclusion depends not only on pedagogical adjustments but
also on systemic support and collaboration among educators, families, and communities.

Secondly, the barriers to inclusion section reflects the challenges that leaders face in promoting equitable
education. Cultural complexity often creates misunderstandings or resistance, while socioeconomic factors can
limit access to resources and opportunities. These barriers suggest that inclusion cannot be achieved without
addressing broader structural and social inequalities that affect both schools and learners. Lastly, the role of
leaders underscores leadership’s central function in fostering inclusive education. Effective leaders must
demonstrate organizational commitment to inclusivity and adopt a visionary approach that anticipates challenges
while driving systemic change. Visionary leadership is particularly important as it inspires stakeholders and
ensures that inclusivity becomes embedded in the school’s mission and culture.

In conclusion, the concept map indicates that leadership in inclusive education is multifaceted, requiring a
balance between proactive strategies, the removal of systemic barriers, and strong leadership commitment.
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Sustainable inclusive practices can only be realized when leaders integrate preparation, collaboration, and vision
into their educational policies and practices, ensuring equal opportunities for all learners.

METHODOLOGY

This research used a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) design to integrate and synthesise empirical research
on leadership practices in inclusive education. The review followed the PRISMA guidelines to ensure
transparency and methodological rigour (Moher et al., 2010). A qualitative content analysis approach was used
to enable systematic interpretation of findings across studies employing diverse research designs.

Step 1: Identification

Relevant studies were identified through comprehensive searches of the Scopus and Web of Science databases.
Search terms were developed based on prior literature and refined using related keywords and synonyms. The
initial search yielded 594 records published between 2022 and 2026.

Table 1: The search string

Databased Search equation

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY ( (leadership) AND (environment) AND ( inclusive education
))
Date of Access : 28 Disember 2025

Web of science (leadership ) AND ( environment ) AND ( inclusive education ) (All Fields)
Date of Access : 28 Disember 2025

Step 2: Screening

Duplicate records were removed prior to screening. Subsequently, titles and abstracts were screened based on
predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria. The review was limited to peer-reviewed journal articles
published in English within the social sciences field. Conference papers, books, review articles, and non-final
publications were excluded. Following this stage, 85 articles remained.

Table 2: The selection criterion is searching

Databased Inclusion Exclusion

Language English Non-English

Timeline 2022 — 2026 <2022

Literature type Journal (Article) Conference, Book, Review
Publication Stage | Final In Press

Subject Social science Besides Social science

Step 3: Eligibility

Full-text screening was conducted to assess relevance to the research objectives. Articles that did not explicitly
address leadership, inclusive environments, or SEN contexts were excluded. As a result, 38 articles met all
eligibility criteria and were included in the final synthesis.

Step 4: Data Abstraction And Analysis

An integrative analysis was conducted to synthesise findings from qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods
studies. Data extraction focused on leadership roles, strategies, challenges, and outcomes related to inclusive
education. Themes were developed iteratively through collaborative analysis among the authors. Expert
validation by specialists in special education and educational administration enhanced the credibility and
relevance of the thematic framework.The suggested searching study's flow diagram is displayed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Flow diagram of the proposed searching study ((PRISMA flow graphic illustrating the screening
and selection procedure for articles in this systematic review (n = number of articles)
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In this section, it is explained the results of research that was divided into the research questions.

RQ 1:What leadership practise most effective in ensuring that school facilities are accessible and supportive for
students with special educational needs (SEN)?

The reviewed literature consistently positions school leaders as the primary catalysts in enhancing inclusive
educational practices for students with special educational needs (SEN). Across diverse educational contexts,
leadership practices were found to significantly shape school vision, organisational culture, and strategic
priorities related to accessibility, environmental design, and inclusive support systems. Leaders who explicitly
embedded inclusion within their school mission were more likely to influence collective beliefs, align
institutional practices, and sustain long-term inclusive initiatives. Prior studies indicate that leadership
commitment plays a more decisive role in inclusive success than the mere availability of material resources,
suggesting that inclusive environments are fundamentally shaped by leadership orientation rather than
infrastructure alone (DeMatthews, 2021; Adams et al., 2023; Underwood et al., 2025).

A dominant theme emerging from the literature is the centrality of professional learning as a leadership-driven
strategy for inclusion. Principals who actively prioritised continuous professional development demonstrated
greater capacity to enhance teachers’ knowledge, confidence, and instructional competence in addressing diverse
learner needs. Such leaders fostered collaborative cultures by encouraging interdisciplinary teamwork,
facilitating regular dialogue among teachers, parents, and specialists, and promoting shared responsibility for
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SEN students’ learning and well-being. Rather than relying on top-down compliance mechanisms, effective
leaders adopted capacity-building approaches that empowered educators to engage meaningfully with inclusive
practices. This emphasis on professional learning highlights leadership as a developmental and relational process
rather than an administrative function (Al-Rashaida & Moustafa, 2023; Murray et al., 2023).

Leadership practices were also instrumental in shaping the accessibility and functionality of school
environments. The literature underscores the importance of leaders in coordinating resource allocation,
prioritising inclusive infrastructure, and ensuring that physical spaces respond to the diverse needs of SEN
students. Studies demonstrate that when leaders actively involve users including teachers, parents, and students
in decision-making processes, improvements in physical accessibility and environmental suitability are more
likely to occur. Such participatory leadership approaches enable schools to move beyond standardised solutions
toward context-sensitive adaptations that better support inclusive learning (Sugawara, 2022). In policy-driven
educational systems, leadership effectiveness was closely linked to leaders’ capacity to interpret inclusive
education policies and translate them into practical, school-level actions. This adaptive function of leadership
was particularly evident in contexts where policy frameworks were well established but implementation required
contextual negotiation and innovation (Massouti et al., 2023).

Beyond structural and instructional dimensions, leadership practices were found to exert a substantial influence
on SEN students’ social inclusion and emotional well-being. Inclusive leadership contributed to the creation of
school climates that emphasised belonging, mutual respect, and positive identity development. By modelling
inclusive values and fostering supportive relationships, leaders helped reduce social marginalisation and promote
meaningful participation among SEN students. Empirical evidence suggests that such leadership practices
enhance not only academic engagement but also students’ psychosocial outcomes, reinforcing the holistic impact
of inclusive leadership on learner development (Trivedi & Singh, 2025; DeMatthews & Mueller, 2022).

Collectively, these findings highlight that leadership practices supporting inclusive environments operate across
multiple dimensions visionary, instructional, organisational, and relational. Effective inclusive leadership is
characterised by sustained commitment, strategic professional learning, participatory decision-making, and an
explicit focus on students’ holistic well-being. These interconnected practices underscore the central role of
school leaders in translating inclusive education ideals into lived realities for students with special educational
needs.

RQ2: What challenges Encountered by School Leaders in Implementing Inclusive Practices for Students with
Special Educational Needs?

Table 3: Challenges in implementing inclusive

Challenges Description Author Name & Year
Lack of Resources and | Insufficient funding, specialized equipment, | (Al Siyabi et al.,
Infrastructure accessible facilities, and trained support staff. 2024; Pampana et al.,
2022)
Need  for  Professional | Inadequate training for teachers in inclusive | (Ali et al., 2024;
Development education strategies, leading to negative attitudes | Beamish et al., 2024;
and low self-efficacy. Kaur & Salian, 2025)
Systemic and  Structural | Inconsistent policy guidelines, lack of stakeholder | (Ionescu & Vrasmas,
Barriers engagement, and insufficient collaboration. 2023; Vorlicek &
Kollerova, 2024)

The integrated analysis of the selected studies indicates that school leaders face a wide range of interconnected
challenges when seeking to implement inclusive practices for students with special educational needs (SEN).
These challenges are not confined to isolated managerial or operational issues; rather, they reflect deeper
professional, structural, and systemic constraints that shape the effectiveness of leadership in inclusive education
contexts. Although inclusive education policies receive broad endorsement, their translation into effective
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school-level practices is frequently constrained by limitations related to resources, workforce capacity, and
organisational alignment.

A recurrent challenge highlighted in the literature concerns shortages in resources and infrastructural provision.
Many schools function within restrictive financial environments, which limit leaders’ capacity to invest in
essential inclusive provisions such as assistive technologies, specialised instructional materials, and physically
accessible facilities. As a result, learning spaces often lack the necessary adaptations to support diverse learner
profiles, reducing the overall effectiveness of inclusive pedagogical approaches (Al Siyabi et al., 2024; Pampana
et al., 2022). Compounding these material limitations is the insufficient availability of trained special education
professionals and support staff. The absence of specialised expertise places additional demands on school
leaders, who must address the varied academic, behavioural, and socio-emotional needs of SEN students with
minimal professional support (Beamish et al., 2024; Almache et al., 2025; Sharma & Kaur, 2024).

Intertwined with resource-related constraints is the challenge of inadequate professional development
opportunities for teachersand school personnel. The reviewed studies suggest that many educators lack sufficient
preparation to implement inclusive education strategies effectively, largely due to limited access to structured
training programmes and sustained professional learning initiatives. This deficit often manifests in reduced
confidence, uncertainty, and resistance toward inclusive practices, which can negatively affect classroom
implementation (Ali et al., 2024; Beamish et al., 2024; Kaur & Salian, 2025). In such circumstances, school
leaders are expected not only to oversee instructional quality but also to actively shape teacher beliefs, attitudes,
and professional confidence. However, in the absence of coherent professional development frameworks and
systemic support, leaders frequently encounter difficulties in maintaining long-term capacity-building efforts
(Ionescu & Vrasmas, 2023).

In addition to challenges within schools, broader systemic and structural factors further complicate the
implementation of inclusive education. Inconsistencies in policy guidance, fragmented administrative structures,
and ambiguous accountability arrangements often lead to discrepancies between inclusive education policies and
their enactment in practice. Although inclusion may be formally endorsed at policy levels, variations in
interpretation and execution across education systems contribute to uneven implementation and uncertainty at
the school level (Vorlicek & Kollerova, 2024; Rolfe et al., 2022). Moreover, insufficient collaboration among
key stakeholders including parents, community groups, and external service providers undermines the
comprehensive support networks required for effective inclusion. Weak partnerships limit opportunities for
shared responsibility and coordinated responses, thereby increasing the burden on school leaders to manage
inclusive initiatives largely on their own (Dhakal, 2024).

Taken together, these findings highlight that the obstacles confronting school leaders in advancing inclusive
practices are multifaceted and mutually reinforcing. Constraints related to resources, professional learning, and
systemic coherence interact in ways that intensify leadership challenges and slow inclusive progress. Addressing
these issues necessitates a holistic and coordinated strategy that extends beyond individual schools. Effective
support for school leaders must include adequate financial investment, well-structured professional learning
systems, and coherent policy frameworks that encourage collaboration across educational and community
sectors. Strengthening these enabling conditions is essential for empowering school leaders to cultivate inclusive
learning environments that promote the academic achievement, social participation, and emotional well-being
of students with special educational needs.

DISCUSSION

This systematic literature review provides robust evidence that leadership practices are central to the

establishment and sustainability of inclusive learning environments for students with special educational needs
(SEN). In line with the underlying assumptions of this review, the findings demonstrate that successful inclusive
education is not driven solely by formal policies or the availability of physical infrastructure. Instead, outcomes
are largely shaped by the calibre of leadership, including leaders’ commitment, strategic orientation, and capacity
to enact inclusive principles in everyday school operations. These findings are consistent with previous studies

Page 2419
www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue IV April 2026

that identify leadership as the primary conduit through which inclusive values are embedded into routine school
practices (DeMatthews, 2021; Adams et al., 2023).

Viewed through the lens of earlier scholarship, the results reaffirm that inclusive leadership encompasses both
instructional and organisational dimensions. While prior research has highlighted visionary and ethical
leadership as essential foundations for inclusive education (Toson et al., 2013; Volosnikova, 2023), this review
advances existing knowledge by illustrating how leaders translate vision into action. Specifically, effective
leaders were shown to operationalise inclusive goals through purposeful strategies such as structured
professional learning, the development of collaborative organisational arrangements, and intentional resource
deployment to enhance accessibility and SEN-responsive environments. These findings are aligned with the
proposition that leadership practices exert an indirect yet powerful influence on student outcomes by
strengthening teacher competence and cultivating positive dispositions toward inclusion (DeMatthews &
Mueller, 2022).

The challenges identified in this review including constrained resources, inadequate infrastructure, limited
professional development opportunities, and inconsistencies in policy implementation mirror those reported in
earlier studies (Rolfe et al., 2022; Vorlicek & Kollerova, 2024). However, the present review offers a more
integrative interpretation by demonstrating that these barriers rarely occur in isolation. Instead, they interact in
ways that intensify leadership complexity. For example, financial limitations are frequently accompanied by
fragmented inter-agency collaboration and ambiguous policy directives, requiring school leaders to engage in
continuous negotiation, advocacy, and adaptive decision-making. This perspective supports arguments that
inclusive leadership should be analysed within broader institutional and socio-political frameworks rather than
being reduced to individual leadership characteristics (Tracy-Bronson, 2020).

From a policy standpoint, the findings reveal a persistent disconnect between inclusive education ambitions and
their practical enactment at the school level. Although inclusive education is strongly promoted within national
and international policy agendas, comparatively little emphasis is placed on preparing and supporting leaders to
manage inclusive environments effectively. This review therefore underscores the importance of policy
frameworks that explicitly embed inclusive leadership competencies particularly those related to environmental
management, professional learning leadership, and stakeholder collaboration within principal standards and
leadership development programmes. Such coherence is essential to ensure that inclusive education policies are
implemented in a consistent and sustainable manner.

Within the wider educational landscape, the findings suggest that inclusive education should be conceptualised
as an ongoing systemic transformation rather than a discrete programme or initiative. Leaders who are most
effective in advancing inclusion are those who integrate inclusive principles into school culture, strategic
planning, and evaluative processes, thereby promoting long-term institutional change. This interpretation
resonates with global priorities such as the Sustainable Development Goals and national education reforms that
emphasise equity, accessibility, and learner well-being.

Future research should build on the insights of this review by investigating the long-term effects of inclusive
leadership practices on the academic, social, and emotional development of SEN students using longitudinal
research designs. Cross-national comparative studies would further enhance understanding of how cultural,
policy, and governance contexts shape leadership effectiveness in inclusive education. Moreover, empirical
investigations into leadership preparation and professional development models are needed to identify effective
approaches for equipping school leaders with the competencies required to lead inclusive learning environments.
Incorporating the perspectives of teachers, parents, and SEN students would also provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how inclusive leadership is experienced and enacted at the school level.

In summary, this review reinforces the conclusion that inclusive education for students with special educational
needs cannot be maintained without leadership that is responsive to context, aligned with policy, and committed
to inclusive values. School leaders continue to play a pivotal role in narrowing the gap between inclusive
aspirations and the realities of school practice within contemporary education systems.
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CONCLUSION

This article demonstrates that the successful implementation of inclusive education for students with special
educational needs is highly dependent on effective and purposeful leadership. However, school leaders continue
to encounter a range of interconnected challenges that complicate inclusive implementation. Persistent
constraints related to limited funding and insufficient infrastructure remain major barriers, as many schools do
not have adequate access to specialised equipment, accessible facilities, or appropriately trained support
personnel. These limitations restrict leaders’ ability to establish learning environments that fully support
inclusive teaching and learning.

In addition to infrastructural constraints, the lack of continuous professional development presents a critical
challenge. Many teachers and school staff report feeling inadequately prepared to implement inclusive practices
due to limited training opportunities. This lack of preparation often results in reduced confidence and
unfavourable attitudes toward inclusion, which undermine effective classroom implementation. At a broader
systemic level, school leaders must also contend with policy inconsistencies, limited stakeholder involvement,
and weak coordination between educational authorities and local communities. Such systemic shortcomings
contribute to misalignments between inclusive education policies and their enactment in everyday school
practice.

Despite these obstacles, the findings reaffirm that leadership remains a decisive factor in advancing inclusive
education. Effective leaders play a central role in shaping inclusive school cultures, optimising the use of
available resources, strengthening staff capacity, and fostering meaningful engagement with families and
communities to promote equitable learning opportunities. Ultimately, addressing the challenges of inclusive
education requires an integrated and strategic approach in which school leaders are supported to secure adequate
resources, prioritise sustained professional learning, and collaborate across institutional boundaries. Through
such efforts, inclusive practices can be strengthened in ways that support both the academic achievement and
social-emotional development of all learners.

This study also highlights that inclusive leadership cannot be implemented through a one-size-fits-all approach,
as leadership practices vary significantly across regional, cultural, and systemic contexts. Therefore, school
leaders must adopt context-sensitive strategies that respond to local constraints and opportunities. The inclusion
of practical, evidence-based strategies in this review further strengthens its applicability, providing actionable
guidance for practitioners to translate inclusive leadership principles into effective school-level practices across
diverse educational settings.
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