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Abstract

Special education in India is crucial for the progression of inclusive and equitable education for students
with disabilities. The country has made significant strides in the last few decades through legislative
changes, policy attempts and inclusive educational practices. The objective of this review is to study the
development, current status, major challenges and new opportunities in special education in India. The
study adopted a descriptive review research design which includes secondary data collection through
peer reviewed journal articles, books, government reports, policy papers and publications of national and
international organizations.

The literature reviewed shows that the framework for inclusive education has been enhanced by laws
such as the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016.
But its effective implementation is hampered by problems such as inadequate infrastructure, shortage of
qualified teachers, limited access to assistive technologies and disparities between urban and rural
schools. Technological developments, teacher professional development, inclusive pedagogical
approaches and cooperative efforts between governments, schools, families and communities also present
promising prospects for improving educational outcomes. The review concludes that creating an
inclusive education system, which ensures high-quality learning opportunities and equal participation for
all students with disabilities in India, requires consistent policy implementation, investments in teacher
capacity, accessible learning environments and evidence-based educational practices.

Keywords: Special Education, Inclusive Education, Disability, NEP 2020, RPWD Act 2016, Teacher
Education, Assistive Technology

Introduction

Education is the key to social inclusion, equal opportunities and personal development. Every child,
regardless of ability or disability, has a right to a quality education in an environment that promotes
learning and development. Special education is an important component of modern-day educational
systems as it caters to the specific educational needs of students with disabilities through individualized
teaching methods, specialized support services and appropriate learning materials. UNESCO (2020)
states that the primary goal of special education is to ensure equal access to education for all students,
enabling them to meaningfully participate in school and society.
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The understanding of special education has changed quite a bit over the years. Historically, children with
disabilities were educated in separate institutions, with the presumption that they need specialized
environments. However, educational thinking has slowly turned to inclusion, acknowledging that
diversity enriches the educational experience for all students. This development was strongly affected by
the Salamanca Statement and Framework for Action on Special Needs Education, which underlined that
regular schools with inclusive practices are the most effective way to provide all learners with equal
educational opportunities, to reduce discrimination and to foster participation (UNESCO, 1994). Since
then, inclusive education has become a global priority and is recognized as an important strategy to
achieve Sustainable Development Goal 4, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education
for all (UNESCO,2020).

India’s dedication to advancing special education has increased significantly over the last decade. A
stronger framework has been created for providing equal educational opportunities to children with
disabilities with major government initiatives like the National Education governmental (NEP) 2020,
Samagra Shiksha and the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016. The main objectives of
these projects are to enhance accessibility, improve teacher preparation, advance inclusive pedagogies,
incorporate assistive technologies, and establish barrier-free learning environments. They as a whole
reflect the national goal of providing quality education and equal opportunity to all students to participate
in the education process irrespective of handicap (Government of India, 2020).

However, despite these positive advancements, there are still several obstacles that prevent the effective
implementation of special education in India. Many schools, particularly in rural and remote areas, still
experience challenges such as a lack of qualified special educators, poor infrastructure, limited assistive
technologies, inadequate funding and unequal access to educational resources. Children with disabilities
continue to receive educational services of uneven quality because of stakeholder ignorance,
misconceptions about impairments and uneven application of educational policies. Research has
repeatedly shown that addressing these issues requires concerted efforts from communities, parents,
educators, school administrators, and legislators (UNESCO, 2020; Hay & Beamish, 2026).

The recent advances in educational technology, digital learning platforms, Universal Design for Learning
(UDL), artificial intelligence, and evidence-based teaching methods have opened up new opportunities
for improving special education. These developments can enhance accessibility, tailor instruction, and
foster meaningful participation by students with a spectrum of educational needs. It is also increasingly
recognized that successful policy implementation, collaborative school cultures, and continuous
professional development for teachers are essential elements in strengthening inclusive and special
education systems (Hay & Beamish, 2026).

In light of these advances, it is critical to assess the state of special education in India today, comprehend
the main obstacles that still hinder its implementation, and investigate new avenues for progress. A
thorough examination of these elements can assist the creation of a more inclusive, egalitarian, and
learner-centered educational system, improve educational practices, and help make well-informed policy
decisions.

Objectives
1. To examine the current status of special education in India.
2. To identify the major challenges affecting special education.

3. To explore opportunities for strengthening special education.
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Research Methodology

The present study follows a descriptive review research design based entirely on secondary data. Relevant
information was collected from peer-reviewed journal articles, books, government reports, policy
documents, and publications of organizations such as UNESCO, NCERT, RCI, and the Government of
India. The collected literature was critically reviewed and analyzed using a thematic approach to examine
the current status, challenges, and emerging opportunities in special education in India. Only authentic
and recent sources were included to ensure the reliability and quality of the review.

Evolution of Special Education in India
Historical development

The history of special education in India begins with missionary and nonprofit schools established in the
nineteenth century for children with hearing and vision impairments. The Government of India’s
extensive development of educational opportunities for children with disabilities after independence
through special schools and teacher training programs established the foundation for formalized special
education (Mukhopadhyay & Mani, 2002; Government of India, 2020).

Integrated education
The Integrated Education for Disabled Children (IEDC) Scheme (1974) was the first major initiative by
India to educate disabled children in regular schools. The classroom procedures were largely the same,

but financial aid, educational resources and support services were introduced to encourage integration
(Ministry of Education, 1974; NCERT, 2006).

Inclusive education

After the Salamanca Statement (1994) India gradually moved towards inclusive education which
advocates for the education of all students together in regular schools with appropriate support. Instead
of segregating students by disability, the focus is on breaking down barriers within the education
system (UNESCO, 1994; UNESCO, 2020).

Mayjor policies

Special education has been improved through laws like the National Policy on Education (1986), the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016, and the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020.
These rules support inclusive learning environments, teacher preparation, equal educational
opportunities and accessibility (Government of India, 1986, 2016, 2020).

National initiatives

Children with disabilities now have more educational options thanks to initiatives like Sarva Shiksha
Abhiyan (SSA) and Samagra Shiksha, which encourage inclusive classrooms, teacher preparation, early
identification, assistive technology, and accessible infrastructure. The training of special educators is
likewise governed by the Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) (Ministry of Education, 2018; RCI,
2023).

International influence

India's inclusive education policies have been greatly impacted by international frameworks including
the Salamanca Statement (1994), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (UNCRPD, 2006), and Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4). These guidelines support
the creation of inclusive school systems and equal educational opportunities (United Nations, 2006;
UNESCO, 2020).
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Current Status of Special Education

Policies and Laws

India has progressive laws such as Samagra Shiksha, the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, and
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016, that support special education. Such
programs promote inclusive education through ensuring equal educational opportunities, accessible
infrastructure, training for teachers’ capacity, assistive technologies and adequate support services to
students with disabilities. Together, they offer a robust policy framework to attain equitable and quality
education (Government of India, 2016; Government of India, 2020; Ministry of Education, 2018).

Institutional Support

India has set up a network of inclusive schools, special schools and resource centres to support students
with disabilities. Inclusive schools encourage students with disabilities to study with their peers whereas
special schools offer specific educational and rehabilitation programs. They also support schools in
providing professional advice and therapy to teachers and parents and teaching-learning materials
(NCERT, 2006; UNESCO, 2020).

Teacher Preparation

Teacher preparation has become a significant component of special education with increased emphasis
upon training both special educators and regular classroom teachers. Professional training programs are
regulated by the Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI), and teachers may improve their inclusive
pedagogical skills, classroom management skills, and competency in addressing diverse educational
needs through continuous professional development (RCI, 2023; Government of India, 2020).

The current curriculum framework encourages flexibility and inclusiveness through the modification of
teaching methods to cater for the range of student needs. Strategies such as Universal Design for Learning
(UDL) promote multiple means of presenting material, engaging learners, and assessing learning
outcomes to increase participation and reduce barriers to learning (CAST, 2018; UNESCO, 2020).

Assessment Procedures

In special education, continuous, flexible, learner-centered assessments have taken the place of the
traditional exam. Schools are providing accommodations such as extra time, alternative assessment
procedures, assistive devices and specially designed assessment procedures to ensure that students with
disabilities get a fair assessment (NCERT, 2023; Government of India, 2020).

Technology Use

The spread of Al-based learning tools, information and communication technology (ICT) and assistive
technologies has drastically improved the quality and accessibility of special education. These
technologies enable more autonomous access to educational content, promote engagement in the
classroom, enhance communication and encourage personalized learning (UNESCO, 2023; Hay &
Beamish, 2026).

Major Challenges

Challenges of Policy and Implementation

While India has progressive laws like NEP 2020 and RPwD Act (2016), their implementation across
states and educational institutions is still patchy. Sometimes, the effectiveness of inclusive education
programs is hampered by lack of funding, poor oversight and lack of coordination between government
agencies. As a result, many students with disabilities are denied the educational support required by
policy (Government of India, 2016, 2020; UNESCO, 2020).

Resource and Infrastructure Challenges
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Many schools still lack accessible classrooms, ramps, accessible toilets, resource rooms and assisted
learning resources. The lack of barrier-free facilities and appropriate educational resources, especially
in rural and government schools, creates academic and physical barriers that limit the participation of
students with disabilities (UNESCO, 2020; Ministry of Education, 2018).

Challenges Regarding the Teacher

The big problem is still that there are not enough certified special educators and not enough training in
inclusive teaching. Many general teachers struggle with classroom instruction, curriculum modification
and learner evaluation due to lack of skills and confidence to meet a range of learning demands.

Therefore, enhancing inclusive educational practices requires ongoing professional development (RCI,
2023; Hay & Beamish, 2026).

Problems with Students and Families

Impaired children often experience problems with learning, low self-esteem, social exclusion and low
engagement in school activities. These problems are compounded by low parental awareness, financial
constraints, and lack of family support, which can affect overall learning outcomes, continuity of
education, and school attendance (UNESCO, 2020; UNICEF, 2021).

Financial and administrative matters

Successful implementation of special education requires effective leadership, careful planning, and
sufficient funding. However, due to financial constraints, poor administrative coordination and
inadequate monitoring mechanisms, many schools are not able to provide specialized services, assistive
technologies and trained personnel (Government of India, 2020; UNESCO, 2020).

The Digital Divide and the Rural-Urban Divide

Access to specialized services, digital infrastructure, trained personnel and educational facilities is
significantly different between urban and rural locations. Urban schools are more likely to have access
to technological resources and inclusive practices, while students in rural areas often have limited
access to high-quality special education and digital learning opportunities (UNESCO, 2023; Ministry of
Education, 2018).

Emerging Opportunities
National Education Policy 2020

The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 fostering inclusive, egalitarian and learner-centric education
has opened new avenues in improving special education in India. It encourages early detection of
disability, flexible curricula, accessibility of school facilities and use of assistive technology. The strategy
also emphasizes interdisciplinary support and teacher preparation to ensure quality education in an
inclusive setting for children with disabilities (Government of India, 2020).

Inclusive Education

Inclusive education gives students with disabilities the opportunity to study with their peers in
mainstream classes and provides them with equal opportunities to learn. It reduces prejudice and
educational exclusion, and promotes involvement, respect for each other and social acceptance.
Inclusive classrooms allow teachers to employ flexible teaching strategies that address the diverse
learning needs of each student (UNESCO, 2020).

Artificial intelligence and Digital Learning

Digital technologies and artificial intelligence (Al) offer new possibilities for students with impairments
by making education more individual and accessible. Al-powered apps, screen readers, speech
recognition software, online learning platforms, and interactive digital resources can help students learn
at their own pace and ability. These tools also allow educators to create custom learning experiences and
to track student progress (UNESCO, 2023).
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Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and Assistive Technology
Universal Design for Learning requires that instructors implement flexible assessment techniques,
provide varied learning activities, and present information in multiple formats to meet the diverse needs
of students. UDL, when combined with assistive technologies such as screen readers, hearing aids, Braille
devices and communication software, helps to level the playing field for participation in class activities,
and helps to reduce barriers to learning (CAST, 2018; Government of India, 2020).

Teacher Professional Development

Special education will not reach standard without continued professional development. Teachers who
participate in training programs become experts in differentiated instruction, inclusive pedagogy,
classroom management and how to effectively use assistive devices. According to Rehabilitation
Council of India 2023, Well-trained teachers are more capable of catering to students with different
educational challenges and creating inclusive happy learning spaces.

Community and Parent Participation

Special education needs to be improved, and parents and local communities need to be actively
involved.” Parents influence the cognitive and emotional development of their children by being
constantly in touch with teachers and participating in the process of educational planning. Community
organizations, non-governmental organizations and medical professionals also play their part in

creating awareness, reducing stigma and providing educational and rehabilitation support services
(UNICEF, 2021; UNESCO, 2020).

Major Finding of the study

The RPwD Act (2016) and the NEP 2020 have provided a strong policy foundation for inclusive
education in India.

Poor infrastructure, lack of qualified teachers, lack of assistive technologies and implementation gaps
are still an obstacle to educational inclusion.

There are many opportunities to improve special education through stakeholder engagement, teacher
capacity building and technological advances.”

For all students to access inclusive, equitable, high-quality education we require effective
implementation of policies and continued funding.

Recommendations

The following suggestions are made to improve special education in India based on the analysis of the
field's present state, difficulties, and new prospects:

1. For the successful implementation of inclusive education policies, strengthen policy execution by
guaranteeing efficient oversight, sufficient finance, and cooperation among educational departments
(Government of India, 2020).

2. Regular training programs on inclusive pedagogy, classroom management, assistive technology, and
differentiated instruction can improve teacher preparation and professional growth (Rehabilitation
Council of India [RCI], 2023).

3. Provide barrier-free classrooms, ramps, accessible restrooms, resource rooms, and educational
resources that assist students with various disabilities in order to create accessible school infrastructure
(Government of India, 2016).

4. To enhance accessibility and independent learning for students with disabilities, encourage the use of
assistive technology such screen readers, Braille devices, hearing aids, speech-to-text software, and
digital learning platforms (UNESCO, 2023).

5. To lessen stigma and promote good attitudes about disability and inclusive education, raise
awareness among parents and communities through awareness campaigns, workshops, and community
involvement (UNESCO, 2020).

6. To guarantee that children with disabilities receive timely educational support, rehabilitation

2607549 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | 281


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 7 July 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

services, and customized learning plans from a young age, early identification and intervention services
should be strengthened (Government of India, 2020).

7. To provide comprehensive educational and support services for students with disabilities, promote
cooperation between schools, families, healthcare providers, non-governmental organizations, and
legislators (UNICEF, 2021).

Future Directions

In India, to strengthen special education, teaching methods, stakeholder collaboration, and efficient
application of existing legislation are required. Policies such as National Education Policy (NEP) 2020
and Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016 should be implemented consistently through
institutional support, adequate funding and regular monitoring to ensure equal educational opportunities
for students with disabilities (Government of India, 2016; Government of India, 2020).

Teachers will need ongoing professional development to improve their knowledge of differentiated
instruction, inclusive teaching practices and the effective use of assistive devices. Schools may also use
digital learning tools and upgrade accessible infrastructure to provide learner-friendly environments to
meet the varied needs of students with disabilities (Rehabilitation Council of India [RCI], 2023;
UNESCO, 2023).

More attention should be paid to early identification of disability, involvement of the family and
participation in the community in order to provide timely educational help and reduce social stigma.
Research on inclusive practices and educational technology should be promoted to inform evidence-
based policy and practice. Achieving SDG 4 will require cooperation between governments, educational
institutions, families and community organizations to develop an inclusive education system that
guarantees equal opportunities, meaningful participation and high-quality education for every learner
(UNESCO, 2020; United Nations, 2015).

Conclusion

We require special education so that disabled students have an equal and good education. India has
progressed leaps and bounds with legislative changes in support of inclusive education and equal
opportunities, such as the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016. But implementation is plagued by problems such as poor infrastructure,
lack of teacher preparation and unequal access to resources. A few promising answers are coming in the
field of assistive technologies, inclusive educational methods and better collaboration among
stakeholders. Legislators, educators, families and communities must work together to develop an
inclusive education system that enables all students to reach their full potential and supports sustainable
educational progress.
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