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Abstract

Inclusive education is an educational approach that seeks to ensure meaningful participation,
belonging, and learning for students with diverse abilities and learning needs within common
educational environments. This review examines how inclusive education may influence the academic,
social, emotional, and psychological development of students with diverse learning needs. It discusses
students with specific learning difficulties, intellectual disabilities, autism, attention and behavioural
needs, sensory and physical disabilities, language and communication needs, and other forms of learner
diversity. Research evidence indicates that inclusion can be associated with positive academic
outcomes for some groups, particularly when instruction is differentiated and targeted supports are
available. A 2021 meta-analysis found a small-to-medium positive cognitive effect for students with
general learning difficulties in inclusive settings compared with segregated settings, while psychosocial
effects were neutral on average (Kréamer et al., 2021). However, a Campbell systematic review found
no statistically significant average effects of inclusion on language, literacy, mathematics, or
psychosocial adjustment for children with special educational needs, emphasizing substantial
heterogeneity and methodological limitations (Dalgaard et al., 2022). Recent evidence also indicates
that targeted interventions can improve educational outcomes for students with special educational
needs and disabilities, regardless of whether delivery occurs in mainstream or specialized settings (Van
Herwegen et al., 2026). The review concludes that inclusion is most effective when it is accompanied
by evidence-based instruction, Universal Design for Learning, teacher professional development,
assistive technology, family and peer support, and adequate institutional resources.
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1. Introduction

Inclusive education has become a central principle of contemporary educational policy and practice.
Rather than separating learners according to disability, learning difficulty, language, social background,
or other characteristics, inclusive approaches aim to reduce barriers to participation and provide
appropriate support within shared learning environments. The principle is grounded in educational
equity and the recognition that learner diversity is a normal feature of classrooms. The educational
development of students with diverse learning needs includes academic achievement as well as social
participation, self-concept, motivation, communication, independence, and well-being. Inclusion
therefore cannot be evaluated only by test scores or physical placement. Effective inclusion requires
attention to curriculum access, instructional differentiation, relationships, classroom climate,
assessment, and support services. Empirical evidence is encouraging but not uniform. Kramer et al.
(2021) synthesized 40 studies involving 11,987 students and found a significant small-to-medium
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positive effect (d = 0.35) for cognitive outcomes of students with general learning difficulties in
inclusive versus segregated settings, while the psychosocial effect was essentially zero. (Krémer et al.,
2021) In contrast, Dalgaard et al. (2022) found no statistically significant average effects of inclusion
on language/literacy, mathematics, or overall psychosocial adjustment, and highlighted serious risk of
bias in most included studies. These differences suggest that the key question is not whether inclusion
is universally beneficial or harmful, but rather what forms of inclusive practice work, for whom, under
which conditions, and with what supports.

2. Objectives

» To explain the concept and principles of inclusive education.

» To examine the educational and psychological needs of diverse learners.

« To review evidence concerning the effects of inclusive education on academic
development.

« To examine social, emotional, and psychological outcomes associated with inclusion.

« To identify teacher, curriculum, family, peer, and technological factors that support
successful inclusion.

« To discuss major barriers and propose practical recommendations for educational
institutions.

3. Review Questions

« How does inclusive education influence the academic development of students with diverse
learning needs?

« What social and psychological outcomes are associated with inclusive learning
environments?

« Which teaching and support practices improve educational participation and achievement?

« What challenges limit the effective implementation of inclusive education?

« How can technology and Universal Design for Learning strengthen inclusive practice?

4. Concept of Inclusive Education

Inclusive education is broader than simply placing a student with a disability in a mainstream classroom.
It involves identifying and reducing barriers to participation and learning, adapting teaching and
assessment, and ensuring that students receive appropriate support. An inclusive environment seeks
both membership in the common learning community and access to meaningful educational
opportunities.

The concept also requires attention to diversity beyond disability. Students may differ in language,
culture, socioeconomic circumstances, learning pace, prior knowledge, attention, communication,
sensory processing, or academic strengths. Consequently, inclusive pedagogy should avoid a one-size-
fits-all model and instead build flexibility into curriculum and instruction.
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5. Students with Diverse Learning Needs
5.1 Specific Learning Difficulties

Students with dyslexia, dyscalculia, dysgraphia, and related learning difficulties may require explicit
instruction, structured practice, multisensory approaches, assistive technology, additional time, and
alternative ways of demonstrating knowledge.

5.2 Intellectual Disabilities

Students with intellectual disabilities may benefit from individualized goals, functional and academic
instruction, visual supports, repeated practice, peer-mediated learning, and collaboration among
teachers and support professionals.

5.3 Autism Spectrum Conditions

Students on the autism spectrum may have varied communication, sensory, social, and executive-
function needs. Predictable routines, visual supports, explicit social instruction, sensory
accommodations, and strengths-based approaches may improve participation.

5.4 Attention and Behavioural Needs

Students with attention and behavioural difficulties may benefit from clear routines, short instructional
segments, active engagement, positive behaviour supports, and strategies for self-regulation.

5.5 Sensory and Physical Disabilities

Students with visual, hearing, motor, or other physical disabilities may require accessible materials,
assistive devices, environmental modifications, captioning, tactile resources, or adapted assessment.

5.6 Language and Communication Needs

Students learning an additional language and students with communication difficulties may need
language scaffolding, visual representation, alternative communication systems, and opportunities for
structured peer interaction.

5.7 Gifted and Advanced Learners

Inclusion also requires appropriate challenge for students who learn rapidly or demonstrate advanced
abilities. Differentiation should therefore include enrichment, acceleration, higher-order tasks, and
opportunities for independent inquiry.

6. Theoretical Perspectives
6.1 Social Constructivism

From a social constructivist perspective, learning develops through interaction, language, scaffolding,
and participation in social contexts. Inclusive classrooms can create opportunities for collaborative
learning and peer-mediated support, provided that activities are structured so that all students have
meaningful roles.
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6.2 Ecological Perspective

An ecological perspective views development as influenced by interacting systems, including family,
classroom, school, community, and wider policy environments. Students' educational outcomes
therefore cannot be attributed solely to individual characteristics; institutional resources, teacher
expectations, family involvement, and social relationships also matter.

6.3 Universal Design for Learning

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) encourages teachers to design learning environments from the
outset with multiple means of engagement, representation, and action/expression. A systematic review
and meta-analysis found promising effects of UDL interventions, although the evidence base showed
considerable heterogeneity and methodological limitations (Al-Azawei et al., 2016). (Al-Azawei et al.,
2016)

6.4 Strengths-Based and Person-Centred Perspectives

A strengths-based perspective focuses on learners' capabilities, interests, and potential rather than
defining them primarily by deficits. Person-centred planning encourages educational goals that are
meaningful to the individual and developed with the learner, family, and relevant professionals.

7. Inclusive Education and Academic Development

The strongest argument for inclusive education is that students with diverse needs should have access
to high-quality instruction alongside their peers. Evidence suggests that inclusion can produce positive
cognitive outcomes under some conditions. Kramer et al. (2021) reported d = 0.35 for cognitive
outcomes among students with general learning difficulties in inclusive compared with segregated
settings. (Kramer et al., 2021)

Evidence is nevertheless mixed. Dalgaard et al. (2022) found small, non-significant average effects for
language/literacy and mathematics and concluded that available studies did not establish a consistent
overall effect of inclusion. (Dalgaard et al., 2022) A broader meta-analysis of integrated versus less-
integrated placements found that students with disabilities in more integrated settings tended to
outperform those in less integrated settings on academic and social outcomes (Oh-Young & Filler,
2015). (Oh-Young & Filler, 2015)

Recent intervention evidence shifts attention from placement alone to instructional quality. Van
Herwegen et al. (2026) synthesized 349 studies and 1,758 outcomes and found that targeted
interventions for students with special educational needs and disabilities improved educational
outcomes by an average of approximately five months compared with controls. The setting itself did
not affect reading or writing outcomes, although mainstream delivery showed larger gains in
mathematics. (Van Herwegen et al., 2026)

Taken together, the evidence suggests that inclusive placement is not a sufficient intervention by itself.
Academic development is more likely when students receive explicit, differentiated, evidence-based
instruction and when educators monitor progress and adapt teaching.
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8. Social and Psychological Development

Inclusive education can provide opportunities for friendship, peer modelling, participation, belonging,
and development of social competence. These experiences may be particularly important for students
who have historically experienced segregation or limited access to peer networks.

However, inclusion does not automatically produce positive psychosocial outcomes. Dalgaard et al.
(2022) reported an average psychosocial effect of 0.20 that was not statistically significant and noted
moderate heterogeneity. (Dalgaard et al., 2022) This suggests that classroom membership must be
accompanied by meaningful social participation, supportive relationships, and protection from stigma
or exclusion.

For students without identified special educational needs, inclusion also does not appear to produce a
general academic disadvantage. Szumski et al. (2017), in a meta-analysis of 47 studies involving almost
4.8 million students, found a small positive effect (d = 0.12) on academic achievement.

9. Role of Teachers and Professional Development

Teachers are central to successful inclusion because they translate policy principles into classroom
practice. Inclusive teachers need knowledge of learner variability, classroom management,
differentiated instruction, assessment adaptation, collaboration, and assistive technology.

Professional development is particularly important. A large meta-analysis by Tran et al. (2023) screened
12,050 records and included 342 studies involving more than 155,000 participants. The review
examined effects of professional development on teachers' knowledge, skills, beliefs, and student
behaviour, highlighting professional learning as an important mechanism for implementing inclusive
education. (Tran et al., 2023)

Teacher expectations also matter. High but realistic expectations, combined with appropriate
scaffolding, can support learner motivation and participation. Conversely, low expectations may restrict
opportunities and contribute to self-fulfilling patterns of underachievement.

10. Role of Curriculum and Instruction
» Differentiated instruction: adjust content, process, product, and learning supports.

» Universal Design for Learning: provide multiple ways to access content, engage with tasks, and
demonstrate learning.

* Explicit instruction: break complex skills into manageable steps and provide modelling and guided
practice.

» Formative assessment: use frequent checks of understanding to adapt instruction.
* Cooperative learning: structure peer interaction so students contribute meaningfully.

* Flexible assessment: provide appropriate accommodations without lowering meaningful learning
expectations.
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11. Role of Parents, Peers, and Support Services

Family participation can provide information about students' strengths, communication styles, routines,
and support needs. Collaboration between families and schools can improve consistency and help
educational plans remain relevant.

Peer support is another important resource. Peer-mediated strategies can increase participation and
social interaction when peers receive appropriate guidance. Schools may also need multidisciplinary
collaboration involving special educators, psychologists, counsellors, speech and language
professionals, occupational therapists, and other specialists depending on student needs.

12. Assistive and Educational Technology

Assistive technology can reduce barriers by providing alternative ways to read, write, communicate,
calculate, hear, see, or organize information. Examples include text-to-speech, speech-to-text, screen
readers, captioning, alternative communication systems, and accessible digital materials.

Technology should be selected according to functional need rather than novelty. It is most effective
when teachers and students are trained to use it and when digital materials are accessible by design.

13. Major Challenges
13.1 Inadequate Resources

Large classes, insufficient specialist support, limited accessible materials, and inadequate infrastructure
can make individualized support difficult.

13.2 Teacher Workload and Training

Teachers may experience difficulty differentiating instruction for highly diverse classrooms without
planning time, collaborative support, and professional development.

13.3 Attitudes and Stigma

Negative beliefs about disability or learning differences can reduce participation and belonging.
Inclusive policy must therefore be accompanied by changes in school culture.

13.4 Assessment Constraints

Standardized assessment can create barriers when it does not allow reasonable accommodations or
alternative demonstrations of learning.

13.5 One-Size-Fits-All Inclusion

Inclusion can become superficial if students are physically present but do not receive meaningful
participation or appropriate support.

13.6 Evidence and Implementation Gaps

The evidence base is heterogeneous. Dalgaard et al. (2022) found serious risk of bias in most studies
included in their review, indicating a need for stronger research designs.
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15. Discussion

The reviewed evidence does not support a simplistic conclusion that inclusion is automatically
beneficial or ineffective. Instead, outcomes vary according to student characteristics, type and intensity
of support, teaching practices, school capacity, and research design. The positive cognitive effect
identified by Kramer et al. (2021) is encouraging, but the neutral psychosocial effect and the mixed
findings in Dalgaard et al. (2022) show that placement in a mainstream classroom is not enough.

The evidence also suggests that targeted interventions should remain central to inclusive education. The
2026 meta-analysis by Van Herwegen et al. indicates that structured interventions can produce
meaningful gains for students with SEND, while placement setting alone was not a consistent
determinant of reading and writing outcomes. (Van Herwegen et al., 2026)

A psychologically informed model of inclusion should therefore combine belonging with competence.
Students need to feel accepted and included, but they also need explicit instruction, feedback, achievable
challenge, opportunities for autonomy, and appropriate accommodations. In this sense, inclusion is best
understood as an ongoing process of removing barriers and increasing meaningful participation rather
than as a single placement decision.

16. Educational Implications
* Schools and colleges should assess individual learning needs before selecting supports.

» Teacher education should include practical training in differentiation, UDL, behaviour support,
assistive technology, and collaborative problem-solving.

* Institutions should monitor both academic and psychosocial outcomes rather than relying only on
attendance or placement data.

* Families and students should participate in educational planning and evaluation of supports.

* Peer inclusion should be intentionally designed through cooperative learning and anti-stigma
initiatives.
» Technology and accessible materials should be treated as components of inclusive pedagogy, not

substitutes for teaching.

 Leadership should allocate time, staffing, and professional-development resources to support
inclusion.

17. Recommendations for Future Research
» Conduct longitudinal and well-controlled studies of specific inclusive interventions.
» Examine outcomes separately for different disability and learning-need groups.

* Investigate which combinations of teacher practices, assistive technology, and specialist support
produce the strongest outcomes.

* Measure academic achievement alongside belonging, self-concept, social participation, and well-
being.

* Include student and family perspectives in evaluation.
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* Report implementation fidelity so that successful practices can be replicated.
18. Limitations of the Review

This is a narrative review prepared for academic and journal-submission purposes rather than a formal
systematic review. The literature on inclusive education includes substantial variation in definitions,
student populations, interventions, outcomes, and research quality. Therefore, conclusions should be
interpreted as a synthesis of available evidence rather than a single causal estimate.

19. Conclusion

Inclusive education has the potential to support the educational development of students with diverse
learning needs, but inclusion should not be reduced to physical placement. Evidence indicates that some
students, particularly those with general learning difficulties, can experience positive academic
outcomes in inclusive settings, while psychosocial outcomes are more variable.

The most defensible conclusion is that effective inclusion depends on the quality of educational support.
Differentiated instruction, Universal Design for Learning, evidence-based interventions, teacher
professional development, assistive technology, family collaboration, peer support, and adequate
resources are essential. The goal should be a learning environment in which diversity is accommodated
without lowering expectations and in which every student has meaningful opportunities to learn,
participate, belong, and develop.
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