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Introduction

Inclusive education has become a cornerstone in
the development of education systems that work
with differences among learners and work for
equity and participation and meaningful access
to learning. Today's classrooms are diverse and
have students with varying abilities, cultural
identities, language backgrounds,
economic status, learning preferences and
supports. This diversity has increased the role of
educational institutions from providing access to
schooling to ensuring that all learners enjoy a
sense of belonging, develop and participate in
schools and classrooms. Global policy
discussions have therefore moved toward
viewing inclusion as a  system-wide
responsibility rather than a separate provision
for selected groups of learners (UNESCO,
2020).

socio-

Increasing complexity of learner diversity has
also focused on the role of educational
leadership. School leaders shape
priorities, professional practice, the allocation of
resources, the culture of the school, teacher
interactions with each other, and relations with
families and communities. Leadership then is a
key factor in influencing whether inclusive
policies are implemented in daily education.
International evidence in recent years has
highlighted the strong relationship between
good leadership and  better learning
environments, better professional development,
and more equitable learning conditions in which
learning targets can be achieved more equitably
(UNESCO, 2024). This is because leadership is
a vital part of the process of bridging the gap
between the needs of the learners in different
educational contexts.

school

Equity and inclusion cannot be achieved
through equal education, since learners are
provided with education that is shaped by
various advantages, exclusions, and structural
constraints. Educational systems, then, need to
make a response to differences, such as those of
disability,  migration, language, gender,

status, and others, which
influence access and participation (OECD,
2023). Children with disabilities are especially
at risk of exclusion and unequal access to

socioeconomic

education, and more attention needs to be paid
to the need to support participation and well-
being through institutional practices that cater to
their needs (UNICEF, 2021).
leadership then needs to go beyond managing
for inclusion to practices that actively seek to
identify and eliminate barriers to learners'
inclusion.

Inclusive

There is also an international consensus that
inclusion is a wider process of transforming
education cultures, policies and practices to
ensure that all learners are valued and supported
(UNESCO, 2017). In terms of rights, inclusive
education must be based on the principle of non-

discrimination, accessibility, reasonable
accommodation, participation and equal
opportunity in mainstream education

(Committee on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities, 2016). Historically these principles
have been embedded in the Salamanca
Statement which advocated for schools that can
cater for children to learn together, irrespective
of their ability, background and learning needs
(UNESCO & Ministry of Education and
Science, Spain, 1994).

While there has been extensive research on
inclusive education, social justice leadership,
culturally responsive leadership, learner-centred
practice and participation, the field has
sometimes failed to see these areas as fully-
integrated lines of scholarship.
educational leadership is then in need of greater
synthesis to get a clearer picture of how social
and cultural perspectives, and human-centered
approaches, can complement each other to
reinforce this leadership. The purpose of the
present review was to explore these three
dimensions, the points at which they overlap
and how they might benefit learners with
varying needs. In particular, the review focused

Inclusive
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on leadership's work around equity and
participation, cultural and linguistic diversity,
learner and well-being, and the
institutional conditions for inclusion. It also
reviewed the key barriers, gaps and future
research directions to create a more integrated
vision of inclusive educational leadership.

voice

2. Conceptual Foundations of Inclusive

Educational Leadership
2.1 Inclusive Educational Leadership

Inclusive educational leadership was used to
describe leadership practices that sought to
make sure that all learners could participate
meaningfully, that they had access to equitable
learning opportunities and that they received
appropriate support. In inclusive leadership, the
focus was not just on the school administrator or
on school performance, but on eliminating
obstacles to participation and achievement, a
different approach from the typical school
leadership focus. It needed leaders who would
transform the ethos, policy and professional
practice of their schools in the context of
diversity, not as a programme of its own or a
specialist ~ responsibility ~ for  inclusion.
International evidence suggests that progress
towards inclusion relies on working together
across schools and education systems, rather
than individual interventions (Ainscow, 2020b).
Inclusive leaders thus strived to synchronize
values, pedagogy, organisations and resources
regarding the needs of different groups of
learners. They were expected to enhance
learning conditions, foster the learning success
of all students, including those who need extra
educational support (Oskarsdottir et al., 2020).
Shared responsibility, cooperation and a clear
institutional commitment  to  inclusive
development were also important aspects of this
leadership to be able to carry out (European
Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive
Education, 2018a).

2.2 Diversity, Equity,
Belonging in Education

Inclusion, and

Learner diversity included disability, language,
culture, socioeconomic status, learning needs,
migration status, identity and other factors

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

mainstreamed, but about enabling learners to be
able to participate, learn and feel valued in the
school community. Equity also supported
inclusion by recognizing that different learners
may need different types of support to enable
them to access learning opportunities that make
a difference to them (Ainscow, 2020a). A
critical intersectional approach also pointed out
that learners might face multiple disadvantages
at the same time, and single disadvantage based
approaches are inadequate to explain the
phenomenon of exclusion in general (Besié,
2020). A further finding of the policy reform
work was that inclusive education would not be
achieved through minor adjustments to the
curriculum, professional practice, resource
allocation, or expectations of individual
institutions but would instead necessitate more
fundamental shifts in these areas. (Whitley &
Hollweck, 2020)

2.3 Theoretical Perspectives
Inclusive Leadership

Supporting

Inclusive educational leadership was informed
by and built on some complementary leadership
perspectives. Social justice leadership focused
on equity, advocacy and eliminating structure
inequalities, and  culturally = responsive
leadership acknowledged the significance of
learners' cultural and linguistic contexts.
Distributed leadership was linked to shared
decision making between leaders, teachers,
families, and other stakeholders, while ethical
leadership was linked to the values of dignity,
responsibility and fairness. The learner-centred
views also focused the discussion on student
voice, choice, wellbeing and personal care.
Research on inclusive school leadership has
highlighted the importance of it being embedded
in clear policies and conducive school
organizational contexts (European Agency for
Special Needs and Inclusive Education, 2018b).
This was also reflected in the more recent policy
guidance which highlighted the need for a clear
role, capacity, collaboration and accountability
of all levels of the education system in inclusive
leadership (European Agency for Special Needs
and Inclusive Education, 2021). Table 1 outlines
the key theoretical frameworks that inform

which affect participation in  education. inclusive  educational  leadership  and
Inclusion was thus not just about being demonstrates _how they each support for
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practices.

Table 1. Theoretical Perspectives Supporting Inclusive Educational Leadership

Leadership Primary focus Key leadership Contribution to
perspective practices inclusive education
Social Equity and structural Identifying barriers, Promotes fair
justice inequality equitable resource opportunities and
leadership allocation, advocacy, participation for
challenging exclusion | marginalized learners
Culturally Culture, identity, Recognizing cultural Strengthens cultural
responsive | language, and context differences, recognition,
leadership responsive decision- representation, and
making, community responsiveness
engagement
Distributed | Shared responsibility Shared decision- Extends responsibility
leadership and collaboration making, teacher for inclusion across the
leadership, school community
stakeholder
participation
Ethical Dignity, fairness, and Rights-based Supports equitable and
leadership responsibility decisions, respectful | respectful treatment of
relationships, diverse learners
transparent practices
Learner- Voice, agency, well- | Student participation, Places learners’
centered being, and individual responsive support, | experiences and needs
leadership needs personalization at the center of
leadership decisions
3. Review Methodology

3.1 Review Design

The study adopted a narrative review design to
examine how inclusive educational leadership
incorporated social, cultural, and human-
centered approaches for learners with diverse
needs. This design was chosen because the
findings from various educational contexts,

be compared and contrasted. The review was
aimed at uncovering key ideas, leadership
behaviours, commonalities and themes in the
literature.  Focusing also on  contexts,
implementation and needs of the learners that
influenced inclusive leadership practices.

leadership perspectives and learner groups could 3.2 Literature Search Strategy
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Relevant literature was searched in open access
academic sources like Scopus, Web of Science,
ERIC, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect,
SpringerLink. Inclusive educational leadership,
social justice leadership, culturally responsive
leadership, human centered leadership, learner
diversity, student voice, school belonging and
inclusive education were some of the key terms
used in the search. The searches were narrowed
by the use of boolean operators AND and OR.
Priority was given to studies published from
2020 to 2025, while selected earlier studies were
retained for theoretical and conceptual
foundations.

3.3 Eligibility Criteria

Studies were included if they related to the issue
of educational leadership, as it relates to issues
of inclusion, equity, cultural responsiveness,
learner participation, well-being,
disability, and social justice. Articles, reviews,
policy documents and reports from reputable
international
account. The publications were chosen because
they were in English and because they were
clearly relevant to school or educational
leadership. Studies that failed to include
leadership elements, or that addressed other
administrative matters, were not considered for
inclusion because they lacked the school
leadership aspect; studies that did not have a
sufficient number of items to be meaningfully
synthesized were also not included; studies that
had no or few items relevant to diverse learners
were also not included; and studies that had only
classroom teaching without a leadership
component were not included.

diversity,

institutions were taken into

3.4 Study Selection and Literature Synthesis

The identified records were reviewed for
relevance to the aims of the article and the
major themes defined in the review framework.

Titles and abstracts have been checked first and
then the full text reading of the sources have
been conducted which fulfilled the criteria. The
literature that was selected was then grouped
into themes of social, cultural, and human-
centered leadership. Results were analysed at a
comparative level to determine any common
leadership practices, variations between studies
in educational settings, and recurring issues and
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priorities. The final synthesis was developed
around areas of convergence among the three
leadership approaches.

4. Social Approaches to
Educational Leadership

Inclusive

4.1 Equity and Social Justice in Leadership

Social views on inclusive educational leadership
focused on equality, inclusion and the
elimination of factors that prevent the less able
from accessing education. Equitable leadership
needed school leaders to be aware of access,
support and achievement disparities and not to
believe that provision if identical will create
outcomes that are identical. Leaders therefore
needed to review school policies, allocation of
resources, disciplinary ~ practices, and
professional expectations through an equity-
oriented lens (Leithwood, 2021). Changing
practices that produced exclusion, as well as
providing institutional opportunities to engage
in decision-making from a marginalised
perspective, were also part of social justice
leadership  (Skousen, 2022). It became
especially vital in areas where racial, cultural, or
socioeconomic disparities were a part of broader
educational frameworks (Shah et al., 2023).

4.2 Participation, Belonging, and School
Community

The development of an inclusive school
environment that allowed learners to participate
in meaningful ways and feel at home was also
important to inclusive leadership. Resilience and
belonging to the school have been related to
social justice oriented leadership practices,
which have shown that leadership practices can
shape students' sense of belonging within the
school (Kogak, 2021). Interpersonal
relationships between students and teachers
were also crucial, as positive connections
fostered feelings of belonging and helped to
create positive learning experiences (Allen et
al., 2021). Leaders therefore had a responsibility
to encourage  respectful  relationships,
collaborative practices, and school cultures in
which learners felt recognized, supported, and
able to participate without fear of exclusion.

4.3 Family, Community, and Stakeholder
Engagement
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Engaging the family and community was
another key social aspect of inclusive
leadership. Communication, trust, shared
expectations and opportunities for parents and
community members to engage in educational
processes  were  essential to  effective
engagement (Kelty & Wakabayashi, 2020). In
terms of the family, inclusive leadership was
enhanced by leaders who ensured that schools
and families were accessible, responsive and
cooperative (Crisol-Moya et al., 2022). But
engagement may have different definitions for
parents and school staff, and it is important for
them to communicate and to have agreed-upon
definitions for the purposes of sustained
collaboration (Jones & Palikara, 2023).
Inclusive leaders therefore required to bring
teachers, families, communities and support
people together
participation and well being of learners.

5. Cultural Approaches to
Educational Leadership

around shared aims for

Inclusive

5.1 Culturally Responsive Leadership

Culturally responsive leadership demanded that
educational leaders be aware of cultural
influences of learners' identity, experience,
participation, and access to opportunity. Leaders
were expected to be culturally diverse in
policies, priorities for curriculum, teaching
expectations and decision making within the
school. Across diverse contexts in Europe,
evidence revealed that culturally responsive
leadership was contingent on the ability of
leaders to understand and respond to the
diversity in the local context, and tailor school
practice accordingly (Brown et al., 2022).
Strategic planning also became more inclusive
when equity, cultural responsiveness, and
community perspectives were embedded within
institutional priorities (Mansfield & Lambrinou,
2024). These practices were developed by the
leaders understanding culturally responsive
principles first before applying them at school-
level (Uddin & Bridges, 2024).

5.2 Linguistic and Cultural Diversity

Multilingual  learners, migrant students,
Indigenous communities and culturally diverse
populations were particularly impacted by the
actions of leaders in responding to linguistic and

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

cultural diversity. Multilingual education
fostered inclusion by making learners' home
languages the resources they needed to learn;
rather than being obstacles to participation
(UNESCO, 2025). Leadership thus required to
promote language sensitive policies, culturally
responsive teaching and access to learning for
all linguistic groups. There has also been more
general guidance that acknowledging the
linguistic diversity can enhance the participation
and social inclusion of learners in educational
systems (Van Avermaet, 2024). Schools that
safeguarded cultural identity and facilitated
integration and educational continuity were
further highlighted by migrant and displaced
learners' experiences (UNESCO, 2018).

5.3 Cultural
School Climate

Competence and Inclusive

Cultural competence was demonstrated by the
leaders' capacity to appreciate diverse cultural
points of view, acknowledge bias, and establish
spaces where learners and communities felt
valued and included. Culturally responsive
leadership in disadvantaged settings
demonstrated that positive relationships,
community understanding and responsiveness to
context could enhance school cohesion when
things are challenging (Highfield et al., 2023).
The leadership practices that were important to
inclusive  school climates included the
importance of Indigenous knowledge, identity,
and culturally-based expectations. Research
with Maori students showed that culturally
responsive middle leadership could impact the
effectiveness of schools' recognition of and
responsiveness to culturally distinct groups of
learners (Highfield et al. 2024). Respect,
representation, intercultural understanding, and
more inclusive institutional relationships thus
were promoted by cultural competence.

6. Human-Centered Approaches for
Learners with Diverse Needs

6.1 Learner Voice, Agency, and Participation

Human-centered approach put learners in the
driver's seat, making them active players in any
decisions that impact their learning rather than
receiving institutional support. Student voice
has led to opportunities for students to voice
concerns and shape school practices and
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decisions relating to learning and support. But
there may be some mismatches between what
senior leaders expect and what is actually
occurring at the classroom level, which may
reduce meaningful participation (Skerritt et al.,
2022). Opportunities for student voice also
provided evidence that increased learners' sense
of agency and influence in educational contexts
(Moore, 2022). Participative practices also
further stimulated dialogue, shared
responsibility, and appreciation of the various
perspectives of learners in culturally diverse
contexts (Caetano et al., 2020).

6.2 Empathy, Dignity, and Learner Well-
Being

Leadership for the human, aimed to develop the
understanding of respectful relationships,
emotional responsiveness, dignity and paying
attention to broader learners' experiences in
school. Leaning in and belonging became more
meaningful when students felt a sense of
belonging, rather than only being physically
present in learning spaces (Long & Guo, 2023).
therefore had to develop school
environments where they supported, cared for,

Leaders

recognised, and fostered positive interpersonal
relationships. Learner well-being was also
intricately linked with learning experiences and
outcomes, and this was likewise seen as a
significant factor when decisions were made

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

regarding the leadership of school climate and
supports (Obermeier et al., 2021). This kind of
leadership made well-being an intrinsic part of
the inclusive quality in education as a service.

6.3 Personalized and Responsive Educational
Support

Recognising learners as individuals, their
abilities, experiences, learning processes and the
level of support they require. The concept of
personalized education, in turn, was related to
adapting the conditions and support of learning
and not providing it in the same way, as the
individual characteristics change (Tetzlaff et al.,
2021). Support for this could come from
inclusive leaders who foster flexibility,
accessibility, differentiated provision and
collaboration amongst teachers and support
staff. Learner-centered decision-making also
involved students having  meaningful
opportunities to have an impact on aspects of
their school experience. Student voice and
participation in decision making were identified
by school leaders as key components to building
more inclusive school communities (Egan et al.,
2025). These practices connected individualized
support with participation, agency, and
institutional responsiveness. This figure shows
how the social, cultural and human aspects are
intertwined and form a holistic framework of
inclusive educational leadership.

SOCIAL DIMENSION

Belonging

Equity and social justice
Participation

Family and community
engagement

CULTURAIL DIMENSION
Cultural responsiveness
Linguistic diversity
Cultural competence
Inclusive school climate

INCLUSIVE
EDUCATIONAL
LEADERSHIP

HUMAN-CENTERED
DIMENSION

ILearner voice

Agency and participation

Dignity and well-being

Personalized support

[ Shared responsibility = Collaboration = Responsiveness = Equity J

Figure 1. Convergence of social, cultural, and human-centered dimensions within inclusive
educational leadership.

7. Integrating Social, Cultural, and Human-
Centered Leadership

7.1 Areas of Convergence

Social, cultural, and human-centered leadership
approaches were found to share the following
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principles, which facilitate inclusive education:
Equity, Participation, Respect, Responsiveness,
and Shared responsibility. They shared a vision
of creating learning spaces in which a variety of
learners could be served and have access to

meaningful support and could be full
participants in school life. Inclusive school
leadership needed leaders to develop
relationships, coordinate support and be

responsive to the different needs of learners
instead of following a one-size-fits-all approach
(Sider et al., 2021). Distributed leadership also
contributed to the enhancement of inclusion by
expanding the area of responsibility to teachers,
leaders, families, and others, and decisions were
made in which the views and needs of a broader
audience were heard (Tejeiro, 2024).

7.2 Leadership Practices and Institutional
Mechanisms

The meaning of integration lay in the process of
adapting, developing or establishing

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

institutional mechanisms that drove and
influenced how things were done on a day-to-
day basis. Leaders shaped school -culture,
professional cooperation, the use of resources,
inclusive policy implementation, accessibility
and support provided for learners. Professional
development was a key theme because teachers
needed the right knowledge and skills to be able
to put inclusive practices into practice (Donath
et al, 2023). Teacher leadership and
professional competence were also impacted by
leadership, and may be further enhanced to
support differentiated instruction for diverse
learners (Wang & Tian, 2023). This research
revealed that inclusive leadership was not a one-
person phenomenon, rather it the
coordinated organizational conditions that
created it. Table 2 presents the key leadership
mechanisms that affect institutional practices
and outcomes at the learner level according to
the integrated approaches.

was

inclusive

Table 2. Leadership Mechanisms Linking Integrated Approaches with Inclusive Outcomes

Leadership Leadership action Institutional Expected
mechanism effect learner-level
contribution
Policy alignment Embedding equity, Greater Fairer access and
cultural responsiveness, consistency participation
and learner needs in between inclusive
school policies values and
practice
Professional Providing professional Stronger teacher | More responsive
capacity development and competence for teaching and
collaborative learning inclusive practice support
Shared decision- Involving leaders, Greater collective Stronger
making teachers, learners, responsibility participation and
families, and support representation
professionals
Culturally Incorporating language, | More responsive Cultural
responsive culture, identity, and and representative | recognition and
practice community context into school belonging
decisions environment
Learner voice and Including students in Greater Agency, dignity,
personalization decisions and adapting institutional well-being, and
support to individual responsiveness engagement
needs
Family and Strengthening Wider support Continuity of
community communication, trust, network around support and
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engagement and partnership

learners stronger

participation

7.3 Integrated Framework for Inclusive
Educational Leadership

An integrated framework positioned social
responsiveness, cultural responsiveness, and
human-centered leadership as complementary
dimensions of inclusive educational leadership.
Social responsiveness focused on inequity and
participation, cultural responsiveness on identity
and contextual diversity, and human centered
leadership on dignity, agency and individual
support. It is thus essential to have school
leaders who could ensure that the policy,
practices and institutional arrangements are
aligned to ensure action s
implemented (Ghamrawi, 2023).
Multidimensional practices could be considered
as an alternative way to measure inclusive
leadership that would be linked to different
organizational and cultural contexts (Adams et
al., 2025).

inclusive

The combination of these dimensions indicated
that inclusive leadership was most robust when
learning, addressing inequity, and recognizing
and responding to the learners' culture were
Social

dealt with simultaneously.

e®s
D
SOCIAL
RESPONSIVENESS

Equity
Social justice
Participation
Belonging

sy

CULTURAL
RESPONSIVENESS

* Cultural recognition
+ Linguistic inclusion
= Cultural competence
+ Context sensitivity

responsiveness assisted in identifying structural
and  relational  barriers, and  cultural
responsiveness ensured decisions were based on
learner identity, language, and experiences.
Human-centered leadership connected these
institutional priorities with learner
dignity, well-being, and individual support.
Their interaction thus connected the leadership
decisions at the collective level to the daily
experiences of a variety of learners. Rather than
operating as separate leadership models, the
three dimensions formed complementary
elements of an inclusive leadership approach
capable of connecting institutional policy,
professional practice, and learner participation.

voice,

The integrated framework then proceeded on a
trajectory of social responsiveness, cultural
responsiveness and human-centered leadership
which led to inclusive leadership practices,
inclusive  institutional  environments and
participation, belonging, equity and improved
learner Figure 2 provides an
integrated pathway between social, cultural and
human centred leadership and inclusive practice,
institutional environment, and learner outcomes.

outcomes.

v

HUMAN-CENTERED
LEADERSHIP

Learner voice
Agency
Dignity
Well-being
Personalized support

Evidence-
informed
adjustment

»

INCLUSIVE INSTITUTIONAL ENVIRONMENT
= Accessible policies and practices = Supportive school culture  Responsive support
= Collaborative relationships = Inclusive learning conditions

~
INCLUSIVE LEADERSHIP PRACTICES
= Equitable decision-making e Shared leadership  Professional development Responsive
e Family and community engagement e Learner participation and adaptive
S leadership
! r 3
~

vy

¥

LEARNER OUTCOMES
e Participation

e Belonging = Agency e Well-being e« Equity
& Meaningful educational opportunity

Continuous reflection and improvement

)_.

Figure 2. Integrated framework linking social, cultural, and human-centered leadership with
inclusive educational environments and learner outcomes.
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8. Challenges, Research Gaps, and Future
Directions

8.1 Challenges to Inclusive Educational
Leadership

Inclusive leadership in education remained
challenged by institutional, structural and
professional obstacles to the effective
implementation. Leaders often worked within
systems shaped by restricted
competing policy demands, uneven staff
capacity, and persistent social or cultural biases.
Reviews of social justice leadership have shown
that leaders frequently encountered tensions
between equity-oriented goals and established
institutional expectations (Chaaban et al., 2025).
The inclusive setting principals also needed
increased  preparation and  professional
knowledge to effectively address the needs of
the diverse learners (Lunde, 2020). Leadership
commitment was less evident in mainstream
schools that run classes for disabled pupils, for
whom practical challenges were particularly
evident, and were not always reflected in a

resources,

consistent and sustained inclusive practice
(Tsirantonaki & Vlachou, 2024).

8.2 Gaps in Existing Research

The existing literature was still disjointed
between the dimensions of social justice
leadership, leadership,
responsive leadership, and disability-focused
school leadership. This disintegration limited
the ability to see how these views played out in
one educational context. A synthesis of 20 years
of principal social justice leadership studies was
conducted recently, which also revealed

inclusive culturally
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development,
contextual

inconsistencies in conceptual
methodological ~ focus, and
boundaries in the study of principal social
justice leadership (Rong & Chen, 2025).
Research with students with autism also
revealed that experiences of leading were
greatly influenced by the local organizational
context, underscoring the importance of
exploring experiences of leadership in more
context-sensitive ways within different learner
groups and school systems (Liiddeckens et al.,
2022).

8.3 Future Research and Practice Priorities

Future studies could explore inclusive
educational leadership in more integrated,
learner oriented, culturally responsive, and
context specific ways. Longitudinal evidence of
how leadership practices over time relate to
school culture, participation, belonging, and
learner outcomes is a key focus that is lacking.
Comparative study of regions and educational
systems also might be able to delineate
leadership practices that are effective in various
cultural and institutional contexts. The value of
considering policy, communication, staffing,
education practice, and resource capacity
together as organizational preparedness has
been demonstrated through research (Vlachou et
al., 2023). Future leadership models should
therefore connect system readiness with learner
professional  development, cultural
responsiveness, and sustained institutional
support. Table 3 collates the main challenges,
research gaps and future priorities for inclusive
educational leadership in different contexts.

voice,

Table 3. Challenges, Research Gaps, and Future Priorities in Inclusive Educational Leadership

Area Current Research/practice gap | Future priority
challenge
Leadershi Uneven Limited integration of Develop
p knowledge and equity, culture, and integrated
preparatio | preparation for learner-centered inclusive
n inclusion leadership in preparation | leadership training
programmes
Resources Restricted Unequal institutional Strengthen
and staffing, time, capacity to implement | resource planning

www.internationalsped.com

1723


http://www.internationalsped.com/

2026, 41(20s), 1714-1727

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

capacity expertise, and inclusive practices and professional
support support
Policy Differences Limited understanding Examine policy
implement between of how policies are implementation at
ation inclusive policy translated across school and system
and everyday contexts levels
practice
Cultural Cultural and Limited evidence across | Expand culturally
responsive linguistic different cultural and and contextually
ness diversity may national settings grounded
receive uneven leadership
attention research
Learner Student voice | Limited involvement of Strengthen
participati may remain diverse learners in learner-informed
on consultative leadership research and participatory
rather than approaches
influential
Evidence Leadership Limited longitudinal Conduct
on studies often evidence connecting longitudinal and
outcomes emphasize leadership with comparative
practices rather | participation, belonging, studies
than long-term and achievement
learner
outcomes
Organizati Inclusive Insufficient integration Study inclusive
onal practices of policy, staffing, leadership
readiness depend on communication, and together with
wider support systems organizational
institutional preparedness
conditions

9. Conclusion

Social, cultural and human-centered thinking is
most effective when combined in an integrated
school improvement strategy in inclusive
educational leadership. Socially responsive
leadership increases equity, participation,
belonging and  collaboration;  culturally
responsive leadership supports the awareness

and understanding of language, culture and
context differences of learners. Human-centred
leadership brings in a greater emphasis on
dignity, agency, well-being, and
individual support. Leadership is no longer just
about coordinating the administration of the
school; it is about developing positive school
cultures, professional practices and practices of

voice
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managing and building and
maintaining relationships with families and
communities. The review also revealed that
leadership requires shared
responsibility, professional capacity, policy
support and conditions within the organization
that can help bring inclusive values to life in
day-to-day practice. Meanwhile, however, a
number of ongoing challenges limit progress,
including  inadequate  resources, = weak
leadership, weak policy implementation, and

resources,

inclusive

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

groups of learners. Practice of future leadership
should therefore be informed by collaboration,
cultural awareness, responsiveness to the learner
need and continuous professional learning. An
integrated inclusive leadership model can assist
educational institutions to establish inclusive
school cultures that involve diverse learners in
school settings not only in terms of admission
and support, but also in terms of respect,
representation, voice, and opportunities for
participation and success.

inequitable service delivery to marginalized

References

Adams, D., Moosa, V., Shareefa, M., Mohamed, A., & Tan, K. L. (2025). Assessing inclusive school leadership
practices in Malaysia: Instrument adaptation and validation. International Journal of Disability, Development
and Education, 72(2), 263-281. https://doi.org/10.1080/1034912X.2024.2354895

Ainscow, M. (2020a). Inclusion and equity in education: Making sense of global challenges. Prospects, 49, 123—
134. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11714-1727-09506-w

Ainscow, M. (2020b). Promoting inclusion and equity in education: Lessons from international experiences.
Nordic Journal of Studies in Educational Policy, 6(1), 7-16. https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2020.1729587

Allen, K.-A., Slaten, C. D., Arslan, G., Roffey, S., Craig, H., & Vella-Brodrick, D. A. (2021). School belonging: The
importance of student and teacher relationships. In M. L. Kern & M. L. Wehmeyer (Eds.), The Palgrave
handbook of positive education (pp. 525-550). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/1714-1727-
1714-17271714-1727_21

Besi¢, E. (2020). Intersectionality: A pathway towards inclusive education? Prospects, 49, 111-122.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11714-1727-01714-1727

Brown, M., Altrichter, H., Shiyan, |., Rodriguez-Conde, M. J., McNamara, G., Herzog-Punzenberger, B.,
Vorobyeva, I., Vangrando, V., Gardezi, S., O’Hara, J., Postlbauer, A., Milyaeva, D., Sergeevna, N., Fulterer,
S., Gamazo Garcia, A., & Sanchez, L. (2022). Challenges and opportunities for culturally responsive
leadership in schools: Evidence from four European countries. Policy Futures in Education, 20(5), 580-607.
https://doi.org/10.1177/14782103211040909

Caetano, A. P, Freire, |. P., & Machado, E. B. (2020). Student voice and participation in intercultural education.
Journal of New Approaches in Educational Research, 9(1), 57-73. https://doi.org/10.7821/naer.2020.1.458

Chaaban, Y., Badwan, K., & Arar, K. (2025). Educational leadership for social justice: A systematic review of
empirical evidence. Review of Education, 13, e70077. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.70077

Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. (2016). General comment No. 4 (2016) on the right to
inclusive education (CRPD/C/GC/4). United Nations.

Crisol-Moya, E., Romero-Lopez, M. A., Burgos-Garcia, A., & Sanchez-Hernandez, Y. (2022). Inclusive leadership
from the family perspective in compulsory education. Journal of New Approaches in Educational Research,
11, 226-245. https://doi.org/10.7821/naer.2022.7.937

Donath, J. L., Like, T., Graf, E., Tran, U. S., & Gotz, T. (2023). Does professional development effectively
support the implementation of inclusive education? A meta-analysis. Educational Psychology Review, 35,
Article 30. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11714-1727-01714-1727

Egan, S., O’Donovan, M., & Lafferty, N. (2025). Creating an inclusive school community: Exploring school
leaders’ perceptions of student voice and student participation in decision-making in Irish post-primary
schools. Social Sciences & Humanities Open, 12, 101847. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2025.101847

European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. (2018a). Supporting inclusive school leadership:
Literature review (E. Oskarsdottr, V. J. Donnelly, & M. Turner-Cmuchal, Eds.).

www.internationalsped.com 1725


http://www.internationalsped.com/

2026, 41(20s), 1714-1727 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.5562136

European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. (2018b). Supporting inclusive school leadership:
Policy review.

European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. (2021). Inclusive school leadership: A practical
guide to developing and reviewing policy frameworks.

Ghamrawi, N. (2023). Toward agenda 2030 in education: Policies and practices for effective school leadership.
Educational Research for Policy and Practice, 22(2), 325-347. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11714-1727-01714-
1727

Highfield, C., Webber, M., & Woods, R. (2023). Culturally responsive leadership in a pandemic context: A case
study of three primary schools in a low socio-economic area of New Zealand. International Journal of
Leadership in Education. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/13603124.2023.2248087

Highfield, C., Webber, M., & Woods, R. (2024). Teacher and middle leader perceptions of culturally responsive
middle leadership practices and their ability to meet the needs of Maori students in New Zealand secondary
schools. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies, 59, 503-518. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41714-1727-
00366-y

Jones, C., & Palikara, O. (2023). How do parents and school staff conceptualize parental engagement? A primary
school case study. Frontiers in Education, 8, 990204. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.990204

Kelty, N. E., & Wakabayashi, T. (2020). Family engagement in schools: Parent, educator, and community
perspectives. SAGE Open, 10(4), 1-13. https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244020973024

Kogak, S. (2021). Does social justice leadership in education improve the school belonging and resilience of
students? Educational Administration: Theory and Practice, 27(1), 1061-1084.
https://doi.org/10.17762/kuey.v27i1.5

Leithwood, K. (2021). A review of evidence about equitable school leadership. Education Sciences, 11(8), 377.
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11080377

Long, T., & Guo, J. (2023). Moving beyond inclusion to belonging. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 20(20), 6907. https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph20206907

Liddeckens, J., Anderson, L., & Ostlund, D. (2022). Principals’ perspectives of inclusive education involving
students with autism spectrum conditions—a Swedish case study. Journal of Educational Administration,
60(2), 207-221. https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-1714-1727-0022

Lunde, A. (2020). K-12 administration of inclusive schools in Canada: A literature review of expectations and
qualifications  of formal school leaders. Exceptionality Education International, 30(2).
https://doi.org/10.5206/eei.v30i2.11081

Mansfield, K. C., & Lambrinou, M. (2024). Culturally responsive leadership: A critical analysis of one school
district’s five-year plan. Frontiers in Education, 9, 1385788. https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1385788

Moore, |. (2022). The effect of student voice on the perception of student agency. International Journal of
Educational Research, 112, 101923. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijer.2022.101923

Obermeier, R., Hagenauer, G., & Gliaser-Zikuda, M. (2021). Who feels good in school? Exploring profiles of
scholastic well-being in secondary-school students and the effect on achievement. International Journal of
Educational Research Open, 2, 100061. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijjedro.2021.100061

OECD. (2023). Equity and inclusion in education: Finding strength through diversity. OECD Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.1787/e9072e21-en

Oskarsdottir, E., Donnelly, V., Turner-Cmuchal, M., & Florian, L. (2020). Inclusive school leaders—their role in
raising the achievement of all learners. Journal of Educational Administration. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JEA-1714-1727-0190

Rong, J., & Chen, S. (2025). Principal social justice leadership: A systematic review of 20 years of research,
2005-2024. Educational Management Administration & Leadership. Advance online publication.
https://doi.org/10.1177/17411432251376131

Shah, V., Aoudeh, N., Cuglievan-Mindreau, G., & Flessa, J. (2023). Tempering applied critical leadership: The
im/possibilities of leading for racial justice in school districts. Educational Administration Quarterly, 59(1),
179-217. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X221137877

www.internationalsped.com 1726


http://www.internationalsped.com/

2026, 41(20s), 1714-1727 INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPECIAL EDUCATION

Sider, S., Maich, K., Morvan, J., Villella, M., Ling, P., & Repp, C. (2021). Inclusive school leadership: Examining
the experiences of Canadian school principals in supporting students with special education needs. Journal
of Research in Special Educational Needs, 21(3), 233-241. https://doi.org/10.1111/1714-1727.12515

Skerritt, C., O’Hara, J., Brown, M., McNamara, G., & O’Brien, S. (2022). Student voice and the school hierarchy:
The disconnect between senior leaders and teachers. Oxford Review of Education, 48(5), 606-621.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2021.2003189

Skousen, J. D. (2022). Social justice leadership: Coming to know another possibility through autoethnography.
Cogent Education, 9(1), 2041385. https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2022.2041385

Tejeiro, F. (2024). Distributed leadership and inclusive schools. International Journal of Educational Leadership
and Management, 12(1), 36-56. https://doi.org/10.17583/ijelm.10997

Tetzlaff, L., Schmiedek, F., & Brod, G. (2021). Developing personalized education: A dynamic framework.
Educational Psychology Review, 33, 863-882. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11714-1727-09570-w

Tsirantonaki, S., & Vlachou, A. (2024). Leadership and inclusive education: School principals’ role in supporting
the inclusion of disabled students in mainstream education. European Journal of Inclusive Education, 3(1).
https://doi.org/10.7146/ejie.v3i1.142505

uddin, M. S., & Bridges, T. (2024). Exploring aspiring K—12 school leaders’ understanding of culturally responsive
school leadership. Journal of  Educational Leadership in  Action, 9(2), Article 1.
https://doi.org/10.62608/1714-1727.1148

UNESCO. (2017). A guide for ensuring inclusion and equity in education. https://doi.org/10.54675/MHHZ2237

UNESCO. (2018). Global education monitoring report 2019: Migration, displacement and education—Building
bridges, not walls. https://doi.org/10.54676/XDZD4287

UNESCO. (2020). Global education monitoring report 2020: Inclusion and education: All means all.
https://doi.org/10.54676/JJNK6989

UNESCO. (2024). Global education monitoring report 2024/5: Leadership in education: Lead for learning.
https://doi.org/10.54676/EFLH5184

UNESCO. (2025). Languages matter: Global guidance on multilingual education.

UNESCO, & Ministry of Education and Science, Spain. (1994). The Salamanca statement and framework for
action on special needs education. UNESCO.

UNICEF. (2021). Seen, counted, included: Using data to shed light on the well-being of children with disabilities.

Van Avermaet, P. (2024). Multilingualism and language diversity for inclusion in education: Brief on inclusion in
education. UNESCO.

Vlachou, A., Kalaitzi, S., Tsermidou, L., Toulia, A., Papazoglou, T., Fyssa, A., & Papazis, F. (2023).
Organizational preparedness domains and indicators of educational organizations for students with
disabilites in pandemic times: A scoping review. Frontiers in Education, 7, 1029163.
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1029163

Wang, T., & Tian, G. (2023). Linking distributed leadership with differentiated instruction in inclusive schools: The
mediating roles of teacher leadership and professional competence. Behavioral Sciences, 13(12), 990.
https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13120990

Whitley, J., & Hollweck, T. (2020). Inclusion and equity in education: Current policy reform in Nova Scotia,
Canada. Prospects, 49(3-4), 297-312. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11714-1727-09503-z

www.internationalsped.com 1727


http://www.internationalsped.com/

	Introduction

