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Abstract

Inclusive education sits at the heart of global educational reform, yet the distance between international policy commitments and
everyday classroom practice remains troublingly wide. Driven by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities and Sustainable Development Goal 4, governments worldwide have pledged to create educational systems that genuinely
welcome all learners. In reality, however, approximately 240 million children with disabilities continue to experience exclusion,
inadequate support, or limited access to meaningful learning — challenges that are most acute in low- and middle-income countries
where resources, infrastructure, and cultural understandings of disability differ fundamentally from the Western contexts in which
most special education research has been generated. This paper addresses that mismatch directly.

Drawing on international literature, comparative policy analysis, and contemporary debates in inclusive education, this conceptual
paper critically examines four interrelated research-to-practice gaps that constrain equitable and culturally responsive special
education globally. The assessment gap concerns the widespread use of standardised tools built on Western linguistic and
behavioural norms that frequently misidentify — or entirely miss — the genuine support needs of culturally diverse learners. The
family engagement gap reflects how dominant models of parental involvement assume individual decision-making structures
that are at odds with the collective, community-centred values that shape educational choices in many parts of the world. The
implementation gap highlights the mismatch between evidence-based practices developed in well-resourced settings and the
practical realities facing educators in under-resourced environments where locally developed, community-based solutions routinely
go undocumented and unrecognised. The knowledge translation gap captures the one-directional flow of educational knowledge —
predominantly from the Global North to the Global South, from researchers to practitioners — which prevents genuine collaborative
learning and marginalises locally effective innovations.

To address these gaps, the paper proposes an Ecological-Cultural Framework that moves beyond a focus on individual learner
characteristics and instead recognises educational outcomes as the product of interactions across four interconnected levels:
individual learner strengths and identities; institutional factors including school leadership, assessment systems, and teacher
preparation; community dimensions encompassing family values, local organisations, and cultural understandings of disability; and
policy structures including legislation, funding mechanisms, and international frameworks. Informed by ecological systems theory,
disability studies, and culturally responsive pedagogy, the framework offers practical guidance for policymakers, educators, and
researchers seeking to build inclusive systems that are genuinely responsive to their local contexts.

The analysis yields several concrete policy implications: investment in the development and validation of culturally appropriate
assessment tools; redesign of family engagement strategies to honour collective decision-making traditions; funding mechanisms
that support locally developed inclusive practices and enable their documentation and sharing; equitable international research
partnerships that position practitioners and researchers from low- and middle-income countries as equal contributors; and
professional development programmes grounded in cultural competency. Evidence from the United Kingdom illustrates that even in
resource-rich contexts with strong legislative frameworks — including the Equality Act 2010, the Children and Families Act 2014, and
the SEND Code of Practice 2015 — persistent gaps in attainment, attendance, and post-school outcomes signal that policy reform
alone is insufficient.

This paper ultimately argues for a fundamental shift: away from the one-directional export of Western educational models and
towards collaborative, bidirectional knowledge creation that genuinely values local expertise. Sustainable inclusive education cannot
be transplanted from one cultural context to another; it must be grown from within communities, with their knowledge, values, and
priorities at its centre. The Ecological-Cultural Framework presented here offers a foundation for the research, policy development,
and professional practice needed to close the gap between what inclusive education promises and what it currently delivers for the
world's most marginalised learners.
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