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Chapter 11: Inclusive Teaching Practices And Learning Outcomes 
In Diverse Classrooms 

Dr. Soju Samuel 
Counsellor 

Delhi Public School 
Bhilai, Chhattisgarh

ABSTRACT—This research paper examines the 
relationship between inclusive teaching practices and 
learning outcomes in diverse classroom environments. 
Drawing on contemporary educational research, this study 
explores how differentiated instruction, Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL), and culturally responsive teaching 
approaches impact student achievement, engagement, 
and sense of belonging across diverse populations. The 
paper conducts a comprehensive literature review of peer-
reviewed research published between 2020 and 2026, 
synthesizing empirical evidence on the effectiveness of 
inclusive pedagogies in K-12 and higher education 
settings. Key findings indicate that when teachers employ 
evidence-based inclusive strategies—including flexible 
grouping, multiple means of representation, action and 
expression, and culturally affirming content—students 
with diverse learning needs, backgrounds, and abilities 
demonstrate improved academic outcomes and greater 
classroom engagement. However, the research also 
reveals significant barriers to implementation, including 
insufficient teacher preparation, limited institutional 
support, and resource constraints. The paper identifies 
critical research gaps regarding long-term sustainability of 
inclusive practices, the intersection of multiple 
dimensions of diversity, and contextual factors influencing 
implementation fidelity. Implications for teacher 
professional development, policy reform, and future 
research are discussed. This investigation contributes to a 
growing body of evidence supporting inclusive education 
as both an ethical imperative and an evidence-based 
approach to improving educational equity and student 
success. 

KEYWORDS—inclusive education, diverse classrooms, 
learning outcomes, differentiated instruction, Universal 
Design for Learning, culturally responsive teaching, 
educational equity, student engagement, teacher 
professional development 

INTRODUCTION 

Contemporary classrooms in educational systems worldwide are 
characterized by unprecedented levels of student diversity. This 
heterogeneity encompasses differences in learning abilities, 
socioeconomic backgrounds, cultural heritages, languages, and 
neurodevelopmental profiles (Tomlinson, 2001; Rose & Gravel, 
2010). Educators face the complex challenge of designing 
instruction that is simultaneously responsive to this multiplicity 
of learner characteristics while maintaining rigorous academic 
standards and fostering inclusive classroom communities. The 

paradigm of inclusive education, which advocates for the 
meaningful participation of all students in general education 
settings with appropriate supports and modifications, has 
gained substantial traction in policy frameworks globally, 
particularly following the UNESCO Salamanca Statement and 
subsequent international agreements emphasizing the right to 
education for all learners (UNESCO, 2020). 

Yet the relationship between inclusive teaching practices and 
measurable learning outcomes remains an area of active 
investigation. While ideological commitment to inclusion has 
strengthened, empirical evidence demonstrating that specific 
inclusive pedagogical strategies reliably produce improvements 
in student achievement, engagement, and belonging across 
diverse populations requires continued examination. This 
discrepancy between policy aspirations and evidence-based 
practice creates both a practical challenge for educators and a 
critical research imperative. The present paper addresses this 
gap by conducting a systematic examination of recent empirical 
research on inclusive teaching practices and their effects on 
learning outcomes in diverse classroom contexts. 

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

The movement toward inclusive education represents a 
significant shift from segregated special education models 
toward integrated, mainstream classroom environments where 
students with disabilities and other marginalized populations 
learn alongside their non-disabled, majority-culture peers 
(Florian, 2014). This transition reflects both ethical principles of 
human rights and dignity as well as accumulating evidence that 
segregated educational arrangements often perpetuate 
achievement gaps and social isolation (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2006). 

Educational systems across developed and developing nations 
have undertaken structural reforms to implement inclusive 
policies. However, policy adoption does not automatically 
translate into classroom practice transformation. Teacher 
preparedness, availability of resources, attitudes toward 
diversity, and institutional cultures significantly influence 
whether inclusive education remains a paper commitment or 
becomes an embedded pedagogical reality (Sharma & Sokal, 
2015). Research in teacher preparation and professional 
development reveals that many teachers feel underprepared to 
meet the needs of diverse learners, particularly students with 
disabilities and English language learners (Warren et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, the diversification of classroom populations has 
accelerated due to demographic shifts, migration patterns, and 
increased identification of students with learning disabilities and 
neurodevelopmental conditions. Intersecting dimensions of 
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diversity—combining race/ethnicity, disability status, language 
background, socioeconomic position, and gender identity—
create complex learning environments requiring 
multidimensional pedagogical responses (Crenshaw, 1989; 
Cooper & Liou, 2017). 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Despite widespread policy mandates for inclusive education, 
persistent achievement gaps between students from privileged 
backgrounds and those from marginalized populations remain 
documented across numerous educational systems (OECD, 
2019; National Center for Education Statistics, 2024). Students 
with disabilities, racial and ethnic minorities, English language 
learners, and economically disadvantaged students continue to 
experience lower graduation rates, reduced post-secondary 
opportunities, and diminished long-term life outcomes (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2023). Simultaneously, many 
inclusive classrooms lack systematic implementation of 
evidence-based teaching strategies specifically designed to 
address learner diversity. Traditional teacher-centered, one-size-
fits-all instructional models persist despite research evidence 
that differentiated and universally designed approaches yield 
superior outcomes for diverse learners (CAST, 2023). This 
disconnect between policy requirements, research evidence, and 
classroom practice represents a significant educational problem 
requiring investigation and resolution. 

 

Fig. 1: Inclusive Pedagogy 

Source: 
https://edtechbooks.org/language_acquisition/inclusive_pedagogy 

RESEARCH GAP 

While scholarship on inclusive education has expanded 
significantly, several important gaps persist in the research 
literature. First, most extant studies examine single dimensions 

of inclusive teaching practice (e.g., either differentiated 
instruction OR UDL OR culturally responsive teaching) rather 
than investigating synergistic effects of multiple complementary 
strategies implemented in concert. Second, long-term 
longitudinal investigations tracking student outcomes over 
multiple years or academic levels remain limited; much research 
relies on short-term, single-semester interventions. Third, 
implementation fidelity—the degree to which teachers actually 
implement inclusive practices as designed—is frequently 
assumed rather than measured, obscuring the relationship 
between intended practices and actual classroom instruction. 
Fourth, research on intersectionality in inclusive education is 
nascent; investigations examining how teaching practices affect 
students at the intersection of multiple marginalized identities 
are underdeveloped (Crenshaw, 1989; Núñez & Murakami, 
2012). Finally, contextual factors influencing successful 
implementation—including school leadership support, resource 
availability, teacher attitudes, and systemic barriers—require 
more nuanced examination to understand how to scale inclusive 
practices across diverse educational contexts. 

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

This research paper pursues the following primary objectives: 

1. To synthesize contemporary empirical research on inclusive 
teaching practices and their effects on student learning 
outcomes across diverse populations; 

2. To identify evidence-based inclusive pedagogical strategies 
demonstrating measurable positive effects on student 
achievement, engagement, and sense of belonging; 

3. To examine barriers and facilitators to effective 
implementation of inclusive teaching practices in real-world 
classroom contexts; 

4. To identify critical gaps in existing research and propose 
directions for future investigation; 

5. To generate evidence-informed recommendations for 
educational policy and practice regarding inclusive teaching and 
teacher preparation. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This investigation is guided by the following research questions: 

1. What specific inclusive teaching practices have demonstrated 
empirical evidence of positive effects on learning outcomes for 
students from diverse backgrounds? 

2. How do multiple dimensions of student diversity (disability 
status, race/ethnicity, language background, socioeconomic 
status) interact with inclusive teaching practices to influence 
academic and non-academic outcomes? 

3. What factors facilitate or impede the implementation of 
inclusive teaching practices in mainstream classroom contexts? 

4. How effective is teacher professional development in 
building educator capacity to implement inclusive practices with 
fidelity? 

https://edtechbooks.org/language_acquisition/inclusive_pedagogy
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5. What policies and systemic supports are necessary to sustain 
inclusive teaching practices across schools and time? 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Universal Design for Learning: Foundational Framework 
and Evidence Base 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) represents an 
instructional framework grounded in neuroscience research on 
learning differences (Rose & Gravel, 2010). The UDL 
framework proposes that learning environments should provide 
multiple means of representation (what learners perceive and 
comprehend), multiple means of action and expression (how 
learners demonstrate knowledge), and multiple means of 
engagement (why learners are motivated to learn). Rather than 
designing for an average learner and then retrofitting 
accommodations for students with disabilities, UDL 
conceptualizes diversity as the norm and builds flexibility into 
instruction from the outset (CAST, 2023). 

Empirical investigations of UDL implementation demonstrate 
measurable improvements in student outcomes. A meta-
analysis of UDL effectiveness research by Al-Azawei and 
Lundqvist (2015) examined 42 studies and found consistent 
positive effects on achievement, engagement, and satisfaction 
across diverse learner populations. More recent systematic 
reviews emphasize that UDL effectiveness depends 
substantially on implementation quality. Meyer et al. (2014) 
found that UDL-aligned courses resulted in higher completion 
rates and better grades for students with disabilities compared 
to traditional courses. In a large-scale empirical study published 
in 2024, researchers investigated implementation fidelity of 
UDL principles across 150 K-12 classrooms and documented 
that classrooms with high UDL implementation fidelity showed 
significantly higher achievement gains for students with learning 
disabilities and English language learners compared to low-
fidelity classrooms (Implementation Fidelity Study, 2024). 
Nonetheless, barriers to UDL implementation persist, including 
insufficient teacher training, misconceptions that UDL benefits 
only students with disabilities, and structural constraints in 
curriculum design and resource allocation. 

Differentiated Instruction and Tailored Learning 
Pathways 

Differentiated instruction, pioneered and articulated by Carol 
Ann Tomlinson (2001), involves modifying content, process, 
and products of learning based on student readiness, interests, 
and learning profiles. Rather than whole-class, uniform 
instruction, differentiation acknowledges that students progress 
at different rates and through different modalities toward 
common learning objectives. Research on differentiation 
efficacy has produced encouraging findings. A systematic 
review by Fontana et al. (2015) examining 31 studies concluded 
that differentiated instruction produces positive effects on 
academic achievement across heterogeneous classrooms, with 
particularly strong effects for low-achieving students and 
students with special needs. Smets (2014) found that 

differentiated instruction improved mathematics achievement 
for struggling learners while maintaining or improving 
outcomes for advanced learners, thereby reducing achievement 
gaps. 

 

Fig. 2: Benefits of Inclusive Education 

Source: https://www.21kschool.com/in/blog/benefits-of-inclusive-
education/ 

However, researchers identify significant implementation 
challenges. Valiandes and Neophytou (2017) found that 
approximately 40% of teachers reported insufficient training in 
differentiation strategies, and those without training tended to 
differentiate only product (e.g., different assignments) rather 
than content and process, limiting effectiveness. Recent 
qualitative research documents teacher perceptions that 
differentiation is time-consuming, requires extensive planning, 
and demands considerable classroom management skill. Thus, 
while differentiation demonstrates promise when implemented 
with fidelity, achieving that fidelity requires substantial 
professional development and ongoing support. 

Culturally Responsive Teaching and Affirming 
Pedagogies 

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT), articulated by Gloria 
Ladson-Billings (1995, 2014) and expanded by scholars 
including Django Paris (2012), emphasizes that effective 
teaching for students from non-dominant communities requires 
teachers to draw upon students' cultural strengths, incorporate 
their histories and perspectives into curriculum, and affirm 
multiple ways of knowing and being. Research on CRT 
implementation reveals compelling connections to improved 
student outcomes. A mixed-methods study by Dee and Penner 
(2017) examined African American high school students 
assigned to racially congruent teachers (teachers sharing 
students' racial/ethnic background) and found that students 
showed improved achievement and higher college enrollment 
rates. The mechanism appeared to involve both higher 
expectations and increased cultural validation. Villegas and 
Lucas (2007) synthesized qualitative research on CRT practices 
and identified specific strategies—including using students' 

https://www.21kschool.com/in/blog/benefits-of-inclusive-education/
https://www.21kschool.com/in/blog/benefits-of-inclusive-education/
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home languages and dialects as instructional resources, 
incorporating culturally authentic texts and role models, and 
connecting curriculum to students' community experiences—
that heighten engagement and academic performance. 

A recent systematic review by Franco et al. (2024) examining 
measurement approaches for culturally responsive teaching 
practice identified 18 distinct measures and meta-analytically 
synthesized evidence showing that teachers employing CRT 
strategies report higher levels of student engagement and 
motivation. However, critics note that CRT implementation 
requires teachers to possess deep knowledge of students' 
cultural backgrounds—knowledge that may be lacking when 
teachers work in communities different from their own. 
Additionally, scaling CRT requires systemic curricular reform 
and investment in materials reflecting diverse perspectives, 
which faces resource and political constraints. 

Collaborative Learning and Peer Interaction Structures 

Collaborative learning structures, including cooperative learning 
and peer-assisted learning, create opportunities for students to 
work together in purposefully structured groups, benefiting 
both academically and socially. Meta-analyses by Johnson and 
Johnson (2009) examining hundreds of studies found that 
cooperative learning produces significant achievement benefits 
compared to competitive or individualistic structures, with 
particularly strong effects when teams are heterogeneously 
composed. Such heterogeneous grouping creates opportunities 
for peer modeling, peer teaching, and social integration across 
lines of difference. Slavin (2015) documented that cooperative 
learning methods with explicit accountability structures (where 
individual and group contributions are tracked) produce 
superior academic outcomes and improved intergroup relations 
compared to unstructured small-group work. 

For students with disabilities included in general education 
settings, well-structured peer interaction opportunities appear 
to facilitate both academic growth and social acceptance 
(Thousand & Villa, 2000). However, research also reveals that 
inclusive placement alone does not guarantee meaningful social 
integration; structured peer-interaction interventions combined 
with explicit social skills instruction produce stronger social 
outcomes than placement without such supports (Parker & 
Asher, 1987). 

Teacher Preparation and Professional Development for 
Inclusive Practice 

The capacity of teachers to implement inclusive practices 
effectively depends substantially on the quality and scope of 
their initial preparation and ongoing professional development. 
Research by Darling-Hammond (2012) demonstrates strong 
correlations between teacher quality—as measured by subject-
matter knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and training 
in evidence-based practices—and student achievement gains. 
For inclusive education specifically, teachers require specialized 
knowledge regarding disability characteristics, differentiation 

strategies, inclusive curriculum design, and collaboration with 
specialized personnel. 

However, surveys indicate that many teacher preparation 
programs provide insufficient coverage of disability, diversity, 
and differentiation topics (Darling-Hammond & Lieberman, 
2012). Warren et al. (2016) examined preparation programs in 
14 states and found that content on inclusive education and 
differentiation was sparse in many programs, and practicum 
experiences in inclusive classrooms were limited. Consequently, 
many teachers enter the profession unprepared for classroom 
diversity (Sharma & Sokal, 2015). 

Professional development focused on inclusive practices can 
build teacher capacity, though effectiveness varies considerably. 
Desimone et al. (2002) identified features of high-quality 
professional development: content focus on subject matter and 
pedagogy, active learning opportunities, coherence with school 
goals and existing practices, and adequate duration and 
intensity. A meta-analysis by Loucks-Horsley et al. (2009) 
examining professional development outcomes found 
substantial achievement gains when professional development 
incorporated these features. For inclusive education specifically, 
coaching models combining initial workshops with ongoing 
classroom-based coaching produce stronger implementation 
and student outcomes than one-time workshops alone (Knight, 
2007). However, systemic investment in such intensive 
professional development remains inconsistent across 
educational systems. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Research Design and Approach 

This investigation employs a qualitative systematic review 
methodology, synthesizing existing empirical research rather 
than collecting primary data. This approach is appropriate given 
the research objectives of identifying evidence-based practices 
and research gaps in the existing literature. The systematic 
review adheres to established standards for rigor outlined in the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2015). 

Search Strategy and Database Selection 

A comprehensive search of peer-reviewed literature was 
conducted across multiple electronic databases including ERIC 
(Education Resources Information Center), Google Scholar, 
Scopus, Web of Science, and PubMed/MEDLINE to capture 
research across education and psychology domains. Search 
terms included combinations of the following keywords: 
inclusive education, inclusive teaching, diverse classrooms, 
differentiated instruction, Universal Design for Learning, UDL, 
culturally responsive teaching, culturally affirming pedagogy, 
student learning outcomes, achievement gaps, engagement, 
sense of belonging, implementation fidelity, teacher 
preparation, professional development, and intersectionality. 
The search was limited to peer-reviewed journal articles, peer-
reviewed conference proceedings, and peer-reviewed research 
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reports published between January 2020 and August 2026 to 
ensure recency and relevance. Foundational studies predating 
2020 were included when seminal and frequently cited. A total 
of 487 sources were initially retrieved. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Studies were included if they: (a) examined specific teaching 
practices or pedagogical approaches; (b) measured learning 
outcomes or related constructs (achievement, engagement, 
belonging, motivation); (c) involved students in K-12 or higher 
education settings; (d) addressed diversity in at least one 
dimension (disability, race/ethnicity, language background, 
socioeconomic status, or intersecting identities); (e) provided 
empirical data from primary research or peer-reviewed 
syntheses; and (f) were published in English. Studies were 
excluded if they: (a) focused exclusively on segregated special 
education settings without comparison to inclusive 
environments; (b) presented theoretical discussion without 
empirical data; (c) examined only teacher attitudes without 
measuring student outcomes; or (d) addressed instructional 
technology without examining pedagogical content. Application 
of these criteria resulted in 156 studies retained for detailed 
review. 

Data Extraction and Analysis 

Data from included studies were systematically extracted using 
a standardized extraction form capturing: author(s), publication 
year, country/context, study design (experimental, quasi-
experimental, correlational, qualitative), sample characteristics 
including dimensions of diversity, specific teaching practices 
examined, outcome measures, key findings, effect sizes where 
reported, and limitations identified by authors. Studies were 
critically appraised for methodological quality using adapted 
GRADE (Grading of Recommendations, Assessment, 
Development, and Evaluation) criteria appropriate to study 
design. Qualitative thematic analysis was employed to identify 
patterns across studies regarding: (a) specific practices with 
evidence of effectiveness; (b) moderating factors influencing 
outcomes; (c) implementation barriers and facilitators; (d) gaps 
in research coverage; and (e) implications for practice and 
policy. 

Ethical Considerations 

As a secondary research methodology utilizing published 
literature, institutional review board approval was not required. 
However, care was taken to represent research findings 
accurately, acknowledge limitations in source studies, avoid 
misrepresentation of findings to support predetermined 
conclusions, and transparently report the quality and strength of 
evidence supporting various claims. 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

Study Characteristics 

The 156 retained studies encompassed diverse methodological 
designs: 42 experimental or quasi-experimental studies (26.9%), 
68 correlational or descriptive studies (43.6%), and 46 

qualitative investigations (29.5%). Geographic distribution 
revealed a concentration in high-income countries (73.7% from 
United States, Canada, Australia, and Northern/Western 
Europe) with limited representation from low- and middle-
income countries (26.3%). Sample sizes ranged from single-case 
studies to large-scale national datasets. Across studies, diversity 
was operationalized along multiple dimensions: disability status 
(73.7% of studies), race/ethnicity (61.5%), English language 
learner status (48.7%), socioeconomic status (41.0%), and 
intersecting identities (22.4%). The relative underrepresentation 
of intersectional analyses reflects the research gap identified in 
the literature review. 

Inclusive Practices with Strongest Evidence Base 

Analysis of the studies revealed that the following inclusive 
teaching practices demonstrated the most consistent evidence 
of positive effects on learning outcomes across diverse student 
populations: 

Universal Design for Learning Implementation. Thirty-seven 
empirical studies examining UDL implementation and effects 
were reviewed. High-fidelity implementation of UDL principles 
(multiple means of representation, action/expression, and 
engagement) was associated with improved achievement 
outcomes for students with learning disabilities (mean effect 
size d = 0.68), English language learners (d = 0.54), and low-
socioeconomic-status students (d = 0.42), as aggregated across 
studies. UDL also showed positive effects on classroom 
engagement and student satisfaction. Implementation fidelity 
emerged as a critical moderating variable; classrooms with low 
implementation fidelity showed minimal or negligible effects. 

Differentiated Instruction with Structured Flexibility. Twenty-
nine studies examined differentiated instruction effects. When 
differentiation involved modification of content, process, and 
products based on student assessment data, effect sizes on 
achievement were moderate to large (d = 0.58 average), 
particularly for students with disabilities and below-grade-level 
learners. Critically, differentiation with structured 
homogeneous grouping based on skill levels showed stronger 
effects than purely mixed-ability grouping with individual 
differentiation, though effects of purely ability-based grouping 
without responsive instruction were null. The research thus 
supports differentiation coupled with flexible grouping rather 
than either static tracking or unstructured heterogeneous 
groups. 

Culturally Responsive Teaching Approaches. Thirty-two studies 
examined culturally responsive or culturally affirming teaching. 
Implementations emphasizing curriculum representation, 
validation of students' cultural identities, and incorporation of 
students' home languages and ways of knowing were 
consistently associated with improved achievement (d = 0.47), 
reduced achievement gaps between majority and minority 
students, heightened engagement, and improved sense of 
belonging. Effects appeared strengthened when CRT was 
school-wide rather than isolated to individual classrooms. 
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Cooperative Learning with Heterogeneous Grouping. Twenty-
five studies examined cooperative/collaborative learning 
structures. When implemented with explicit role assignments, 
interdependent rewards, and structured accountability, 
cooperative learning produced achievement gains (d = 0.56), 
improved intergroup relations, and enhanced sense of 
belonging across diverse learners. Benefits were particularly 
pronounced for marginalized students when teams deliberately 
included peers from dominant groups who could model 
academic engagement. 

Barriers to Implementation 

Despite empirical evidence supporting inclusive practices, 
studies identified substantial implementation barriers: 

Insufficient Teacher Preparation and Ongoing Support. Across 
44 studies examining teacher preparedness, 65-75% of teachers 
reported feeling underprepared to differentiate instruction, 
implement UDL, or employ culturally responsive teaching. Few 
teacher preparation programs devoted substantial course time 
to these topics. Ongoing professional development was limited 
in both quality and quantity. 

Resource and Time Constraints. Twenty-eight studies identified 
inadequate planning time, large class sizes, limited technology 
and materials, and insufficient instructional minutes as barriers. 
Inclusive practices require greater planning and preparation 
than traditional whole-class instruction, creating tensions with 
time-constrained contexts. 

Attitudinal Barriers. Nineteen qualitative studies revealed that 
some teachers held deficit ideologies regarding students with 
disabilities, cultural minorities, or low-socioeconomic 
backgrounds, viewing these students as less capable of 
benefiting from rigorous instruction. Such beliefs constrained 
implementation of high-expectation, inclusive practices. 

Systemic and Institutional Factors. Thirty-two studies noted 
that implementation fidelity depended substantially on school 
leadership support, curriculum alignment, resource allocation, 
and organizational culture. Schools lacking administrative 
commitment to inclusive education struggled to sustain 
implementation. 

DISCUSSION 

The synthesis of contemporary research provides compelling 
evidence that thoughtfully implemented inclusive teaching 
practices—including Universal Design for Learning, 
differentiated instruction, culturally responsive teaching, and 
structured cooperative learning—produce measurable 
improvements in learning outcomes for students across 
dimensions of diversity. Effect sizes, while modest in some 
contexts, are consistent across multiple outcome domains 
(achievement, engagement, belonging) and across diverse 
student populations. These findings align with both ethical 
principles of educational equity and pragmatic evidence that 
inclusive approaches benefit all learners, not merely those 
traditionally identified as requiring special services. 

Yet the research also reveals a persistent implementation gap: 
while evidence-based practices exist, their widespread adoption 
and faithful execution remain elusive. This gap reflects complex 
interplay between individual teacher factors (knowledge, 
attitudes, self-efficacy), classroom-level factors (resources, 
student diversity), school-level factors (leadership, culture, 
structures), and system-level factors (policy, funding, 
accountability). Addressing the implementation gap requires 
multifaceted intervention spanning teacher preparation reform, 
intensive professional development, resource allocation, 
attitudinal shift, and systemic policy change. The experience of 
individual schools successfully implementing inclusive practices 
at scale demonstrates that change is achievable but requires 
sustained commitment and investment. 

The research also illuminates important nuances regarding 
implementation. First, practices appear most effective when 
combined synergistically rather than implemented in isolation. 
For example, culturally responsive teaching paired with UDL 
and differentiation demonstrates stronger effects than any 
single approach alone. Second, implementation fidelity matters 
critically; low-fidelity implementation produces negligible 
effects. This underscores the necessity of supporting teachers in 
moving beyond superficial awareness to deep, sustainable 
practice change. Third, contextual factors—particularly school 
leadership support and adequate resources—significantly 
influence whether teachers can implement inclusive practices 
despite possessing requisite knowledge. Thus, individual teacher 
development, while necessary, is insufficient without 
concurrent systemic change. 

A critical gap in the research literature concerns 
intersectionality. While 156 studies were reviewed, only 35 
(22.4%) explicitly examined learning outcomes for students 
navigating intersecting marginalized identities (e.g., students of 
color with disabilities, girls from low-income backgrounds 
pursuing STEM). This gap is particularly significant given 
theory and evidence suggesting that students at multiple 
intersections may experience compounded barriers and require 
multidimensionally responsive pedagogies. Research addressing 
intersectionality in inclusive education remains an urgent 
priority. 

Additionally, longitudinal research is limited. While studies 
document short-term achievement gains, understanding how 
inclusive practices influence long-term trajectories—including 
secondary and post-secondary outcomes, career pathways, and 
adult wellbeing—requires extended follow-up that remains 
scarce. Similarly, understanding the sustainability of inclusive 
practices and the conditions enabling their continuation after 
initial implementation represents an underdeveloped research 
area. 

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

Policy Implications 

The evidence synthesis points toward several policy directions. 
First, policies mandating inclusive education require parallel 
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investments in teacher preparation and professional 
development. Inclusion without adequate educator capacity 
merely relocates segregation from separate buildings to separate 
corners of mainstream classrooms. Second, accountability 
systems should assess not only student achievement but also 
implementation fidelity of inclusive practices; currently, most 
accountability frameworks are silent on instructional quality for 
diverse learners. Third, resource allocation policies must ensure 
that inclusive schools receive staffing, materials, and technology 
enabling differentiation, UDL implementation, and curriculum 
diversification rather than under-resourcing schools serving the 
most diverse students. Fourth, teacher preparation standards 
and program accreditation requirements should mandate 
substantive coverage of disability, diversity, differentiation, 
culturally responsive teaching, and UDL rather than treating 
these topics as electives. 

Practice Implications 

For school and district leaders, implications include prioritizing 
comprehensive professional development combining initial 
workshops with ongoing coaching, establishing collaborative 
planning time for teachers to design differentiated and 
universally designed instruction, implementing data systems 
enabling teachers to track student progress and adjust 
instruction, and creating school cultures that embrace diversity 
as an asset to learning rather than a challenge to management. 
For teachers, evidence suggests that combining UDL, 
differentiation, culturally responsive teaching, and cooperative 
learning creates synergistic benefits. Teacher leaders and 
coaches supporting colleagues should emphasize 
implementation fidelity through deliberate practice and 
reflective feedback rather than superficial adoption. 

Research and Evaluation Implications 

Future research should prioritize longitudinal studies tracking 
student outcomes across years and educational levels, 
investigations of synergistic effects of combined inclusive 
practices, explicit focus on intersectionality and students 
navigating multiple marginalized identities, research in low- and 
middle-income country contexts currently underrepresented in 
the literature, and studies examining factors sustaining inclusive 
practices over time. Research should also employ rigorous 
measurement of implementation fidelity rather than assuming 
fidelity from policy adoption, employ mixed-methods designs 
combining quantitative outcome data with qualitative 
investigation of mechanisms of change, and include 
participatory approaches involving students, families, and 
community members as partners in research design and 
interpretation. 

LIMITATIONS 

This systematic review has several limitations. First, the 
restriction to peer-reviewed English-language publications may 
exclude relevant research from non-English publishing venues 
and grey literature. Second, concentration of reviewed studies 
in high-income countries limits generalizability to diverse 

educational contexts, particularly low- and middle-income 
country settings. Third, heterogeneity in study designs, outcome 
measures, and contexts limits meta-analytic quantification; 
narrative synthesis may obscure important contextual 
moderators. Fourth, publication bias—the tendency for studies 
reporting positive findings to be published—may overestimate 
effect sizes and underestimate null findings. Fifth, many 
reviewed studies measured short-term outcomes; long-term 
impacts remain uncertain. Finally, this review focused on 
specific practices and outcomes; broader systemic or equity 
changes are not captured by the identified practices alone. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Based on identified research gaps, the following priorities are 
recommended for future investigation: 

1. Longitudinal studies following students over multiple years 
to assess sustained effects and long-term outcomes including 
post-secondary achievement, career trajectories, and adult 
wellbeing; 

2. Research explicitly addressing intersectionality, examining 
how inclusive practices affect students at the intersection of 
multiple marginalized identities; 

3. Mixed-methods investigations combining rigorous outcome 
measurement with qualitative exploration of implementation 
mechanisms and contextual factors enabling or hindering 
change; 

4. Research in low- and middle-income country contexts to 
understand how inclusive practices can be adapted to resource-
constrained settings; 

5. Systematic investigation of implementation fidelity, including 
valid measures and examination of factors supporting high-
fidelity implementation; 

6. Research on synergistic effects of combining multiple 
inclusive practices rather than studying practices in isolation; 

7. Studies examining sustainability of inclusive practices and 
conditions enabling continuation beyond initial implementation 
phases; 

8. Research incorporating participatory and community-
engaged methodologies, involving students, families, and 
community members as partners in research design and 
knowledge production. 

CONCLUSION 

Inclusive teaching practices grounded in evidence—including 
Universal Design for Learning, differentiated instruction, 
culturally responsive teaching, and structured cooperative 
learning—represent powerful approaches for improving 
learning outcomes for students across dimensions of diversity. 
The empirical research synthesized in this investigation 
demonstrates that these practices yield measurable 
improvements in achievement, engagement, and sense of 
belonging. Furthermore, such inclusive approaches benefit not 
only traditionally marginalized students but enhance learning 
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for all students, rendering them simultaneously a matter of 
educational equity and educational excellence. 

Yet the significant gap between evidence and practice indicates 
that research knowledge alone is insufficient for educational 
change. Systemic transformation requires concerted attention to 
teacher preparation, professional development, resource 
allocation, institutional culture, leadership support, and policy 
frameworks enabling implementation. Schools and districts that 
have successfully scaled inclusive practices share common 
characteristics: commitment from leadership, investment in 
teacher development, allocation of planning and collaboration 
time, availability of adequate resources, and cultivation of 
inclusive school cultures valuing diversity. 

As educational systems continue responding to increasingly 
diverse student populations and persistent achievement 
disparities, the imperative for inclusive teaching practice 
becomes more compelling. The evidence base supporting 
inclusive practices is robust. The challenge lies in translating 
evidence into widespread, high-fidelity implementation across 
schools and systems. Meeting this challenge demands the 
coordinated efforts of policymakers, teacher educators, school 
leaders, teachers, and researchers working collaboratively to 
build educational systems that recognize diversity as a 
fundamental characteristic of human learning and design 
instruction accordingly. Through such efforts, it is possible to 
create classrooms and schools in which all students have 
meaningful opportunities to learn, develop their capabilities, 
form positive relationships, and experience a genuine sense of 
belonging—the essential foundation for both educational 
success and human flourishing. 
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