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Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]Inclusive education remains a significant global priority, yet its implementation in developing countries like Pakistan faces substantial institutional and leadership obstacles. This qualitative case study examined the readiness of school leaders to promote inclusive education in public secondary schools in Larkana, Sindh. Utilizing semi-structured interviews with six purposively selected participants, the study investigated leaders' understanding of inclusive education and the implementation challenges they encounter. Thematic analysis of the data revealed that while participants held positive attitudes and acknowledged the importance of inclusive education for educational equality, effective implementation is hindered by critical barriers. These include the absence of professional training, inadequate resources and infrastructure, overcrowded classrooms, limited government support, and unclear institutional policies. Consequently, although school leaders’ express willingness to support inclusive education, practical and systemic constraints significantly impede its realization. To advance inclusive education in Pakistan, the study recommends enhancing capacity-building programs for teachers and leaders, improving policy implementation, increasing resource allocation, and providing reinforced institutional support for school authorities and policymakers.
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Introduction
Inclusive education considers the needs of all students and their participation and learning together. It recognizes that every child is capable of learning and that they all possess unique characteristics, interests, abilities and learning needs. Extra attention is paid to learners who may be at risk of being marginalised, excluded and working below their potential. For example, where a child has a disability, they would not be separated from other learners in school and learning assessments and progress would take the disability into account (Florian et al., 2021).
Inclusive education means all children, regardless of their abilities, background, or needs learn together in the same age-appropriate classrooms, schools, and communities (Maguvhe, 2025). It emphasises the elimination of obstacles to participation of every child, the provision of proper support, and respect for diversity so that all children have equal opportunities further more Inclusive education is about learning together, in the same classroom, all children, including those with a physical, intellectual or social disadvantage. It is not only a matter of including children with disabilities within a regular school, but of making the school inclusive in keeping with the principles of inclusive education, which highlight the principles of diversity, equity and belonging. It explores the concept of inclusive practice and how it can create a learning environment where each student is valued and respected (Singh, 2024). Inclusive Education is equity and access for disabled students(Singh, 2024). This is not a voluntary program and it is not reliant upon one's own beliefs, student capacity or programme priorities. Articles 5 (equality/non-discrimination) and 24 (education) of the UNCRPD (2006), , which is the United Nations convention on the rights of Persons with disabilities, ratified by 176 countries including Canada, mandates an inclusive education system(Dimofte, 2023). It states that inclusion is a transformation of culture, policy, and practice in mainstream schools rather than mere integration. This document explains that there are four key aspects of education that must be available, accessible, acceptable, and adaptable(Spaas, 2024). 
However, in Pakistan this concept is still under development, and approximately 96% of children with disabilities are out of school(Manzoor et al., 2016). Challenges such as lack of training, knowledge, and educator skills, limited resources (including inadequate infrastructure, poor funding, personnel, and materials), large class sizes, limited parental engagement, and a lack of inclusive and accessible assessment tools (Kamran & Bano, 2025) are intertwined with the school environment and broader societal context. It is not lack of policy that is responsible for the failure of inclusive education in Pakistan, but the gap between school heads' conceptualization, their experiences and the policy and school-level dynamics. This study is a pioneering study in the field of inclusive education, as it aims to examine the relationship between conceptualization, experiences and challenges of the school heads in the Pakistani context with a focus on a narrow and integration-oriented paradigm as informed by training, policy awareness and resource limitations. Further measures may also be needed to maintain inclusion and access for all individuals, even in the absence of initial barriers. The Constitution of Pakistan 1973, Article 25-A, states that education is a fundamental human right recognized by the state, which must be established in accordance with its provisions, including free education and compulsory education for all children between the ages of 5 and 16(Hassan & Khan, 2024). It emphasizes inclusive education, ensuring all children, including those with disabilities, are able to access it.
In addition to Sustainable Development Goal (SGD – 4): An education goal is to achieve equitable quality education. The Government of Pakistan along with International Organizations are encouraging to implement this goal. Later national policies inclusive education is defined as ensuring equal dignity, respect, and educational opportunities for all, including marginalised groups, children with disabilities and this federal and all provincial government of Pakistan signed the document "Islamabad Declaration on Inclusive Education, 2005". The national educational policies have long been facing implementation challenges and a lack of coverage for special needs education, and literacy rates have been very low, and the marginalized groups have not been well served (Ahsan, 2003). The overarching aim is to decrease exclusion, dismantling barriers and building an inclusive respectful society; the issue is still on the rise – in need of improved teacher training and school facilities to meet diverse needs as of 2026. Besides this, NEP (2009) was formulated to establish an inclusive respectful society and in 2010, the 18th Constitutional amendment brought full control over education to the Sindh School Education and Literacy Department (SELD). Later they established The Department of Empowerment of Persons with Disabilities (DEPD) under the Sindh Empowerment of 'Persons with Disabilities' Act 2018 which is engaged in the process of putting into action inclusive education policies in Sindh.
Larkana context, such as public secondary schools are not always prepared to host children with special needs. The research shows that with regard to transition from a traditional to an inclusive approach, many mainstream schools are still in the process of transition and many school heads are likely to hold positive views, but are having trouble implementing them.

Research objectives
1. To explore school heads understanding of inclusive education.
2. To examine leadership readiness for implementing IE policies.
3. To identify institutional and policy –level barriers.

Research Questions
1. How do school heads conceptualize Inclusive Education (IE)?
2. What experiences have they had regarding implementation of IE?
3. What challenges do they face at policy and school levels?
The importance of this study is the fact that it provides an understanding of why despite policies, children with disabilities are still not included in regular education. By understanding, the specific challenges faced by head teachers in Larkana, this research can help policy-makers create better training programs and improves school facilities, leading to a more inclusive society. School leaders can be credited as the major determinant of the success of inclusive education. School leaders are leading and central actors in the implementation of IE. In recent years, inclusive education scholars have encountered a number of challenges in the practice of inclusive education, both in terms of research and development, such as negative attitudes and misconceptions about inclusive education (Sari et al., 2022). The leaders can transform school setting, motivate teachers and establish positive atmosphere. This study offers qualitative evidence on leadership readiness in Sindh, Larkana, and identifies policy practices gap, and makes recommendations for strengthening the process of inclusive education.

Literature Review
Inclusive education is a complete change of attitude to education, as it moves from the separated model of special education to the integrated model of education. The concept of inclusive education and its implementation in Pakistan are critical and highly important to the school leader because educational exclusion and exclusion of children of school-going age from school is a result of intersecting issues of poverty, gender, disability and religious identity affecting millions of children in Pakistan. (Hadi, 2024). The role of school heads, principals, and head teachers in implementing the national policies and making them effective at school level is very significant as their understanding and attitude towards inclusion are crucial for the education reform (Khan et al., 2024).
The efforts towards inclusive education at global and international levels have gained momentum and Pakistan has adopted international documents like the Sustainable Development Goals and Salamanca Statement (Kamran & Bano, 2025); however, there are still challenges that need to be addressed when it comes to inclusive education at the school level. There has been a growing interest in research on the perception and implementation of inclusive education by school leaders in Pakistan in the last six years, 2022-26, due to recent policy reforms, such as the Single National Curriculum (SNC) (Iqbal et al., 2024), (Hanif, 2023).

Background and Theoretical Foundations
The Pakistani Educational Context
There are wide gaps in access, quality and equity in the education sector in Pakistan. Educational exclusion is caused by several intersecting disadvantages such as poverty, gender, disability, rurality and religious minority status (Hadi, 2024). There are significant barriers to universal primary education in the country and millions of children are out of school. In schools, marginalized children are likely to be subjected to multiple forms of exclusion, including physical barriers, curricular irrelevance, discriminatory practices, and so on (Kamran & Bano, 2025).
The education sector in Pakistan is extremely fragmented, including government schools, private schools (from elite to low-cost private schools), charity schools, non-profit schools and Madrassahs (religious schools) (Hadi, 2024). This diversity in the types of schools leads to a diversity of contexts in which inclusive education is implemented, with diverse funding, management and accountability frameworks influencing the ways in which inclusive education is understood and practiced.

Policy Framework for Inclusive Education
There are several policy frameworks in place for inclusive education in Pakistan, but their implementation is inconsistent (Hadi, 2024), (Kamran & Bano, 2025). The Single National Curriculum (SNC) is a recent initiative aimed at creating uniformity in the curriculum across various school types to ensure a more equitable learning experience, eliminating social disparities in the education system (Iqbal et al., 2024), (Hanif, 2023). Yet studies show that policies can be formulated on inclusive principles, but are seldom concrete on the mechanisms of implementation, resource allocation, and accountability measures. (Hadi, 2024).
This disconnect between policy articulation and implementation at the local level has been a common theme found in the literature. Research shows that national and global policy guidance for inclusive education is often not followed, and the educational institution is not ready for those with special educational needs (Kamran & Bano, 2025). This disconnect in policy and practice highlights the need to understand how the school leadership, who sit at the critical interface between policy and practice, conceptualise and implement inclusive education.

Theoretical Perspectives on Inclusive Education
There are a variety of theoretical perspectives on inclusive education in the literature of Pakistan. Other studies are more narrow in their scope, conceptualizing disability inclusion primarily in terms of disability alone, or only when other dimensions of diversity (gender, socioeconomic status, religion and ethnicity) are included in the definition (Hadi, 2024), (Kamran & Bano, 2025). Different conceptual frameworks can shape the role and responsibilities assigned to school leaders in fostering inclusion.
International documents, like those set by UNICEF for inclusive education, serve as a tool to measure how well institutions are meeting inclusive principles (Ullah & Ghazi, 2026). The level of compatibility, however, of these international standards with local realities and the extent to which they are comprehended by Pakistani school leaders is still to be explored.

School Heads' Conceptualizations of Inclusive Education
Shortcomings in awareness of disability inclusion.
One common theme in various research studies is that the school heads in Pakistan have poor understanding about disabilities and inclusive practices for students with special educational needs. There is the most comprehensive evidence in the study of 2025 which was conducted to understand the perspectives of head teachers in Karachi, it was found that "head teachers' responses indicated a prevailing lack of awareness of disabilities and demonstrated resource shortages to cater for disability needs in mainstream schools" (Hadi, 2024). Here are some of the ways these limited understandings are expressed: not knowing how to teach students with disabilities, not understanding what reasonable accommodations are, or not knowing the difference between various disabilities and how they impact the student's education.
The study about the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) in Pakistan shows that the teachers and administrators are aware of the concept of inclusion on philosophical level but are facing difficulties in its practical implementation (Khan et al., 2023). This study identified the importance of school administration and school leaders for implementation of inclusion in action, as they educate teachers and are committed to the philosophy of inclusion, but the behaviour of the stakeholders including school leaders is not consistently supportive of inclusion in practice (Khan et al., 2023). That is, while there is a level of philosophical commitment to the ideas, it is not a level of integration into practice that is generally considered to be deep.

Focus on Access over Accommodation
Most of the school Heads in Pakistan view inclusive education as physical access and enrolment rather than meaningful participation and learning. Research indicates that efforts to enrol children into the school, especially girls, are more prioritised than the activities undertaken once children are in school (Hadi, 2024), (Iqbal et al., 2024). This view is on access, and in line with the policy focus on enrolments and some schools' zero rejection admission policies (Ashraf et al., 2023).
An example of this access-centred conception can be seen in the Single National Curriculum (SNC). Head teachers have a positive attitude towards the SNC, believing that it is able to provide equity and eliminate social disparities by providing a more equitable education system (Iqbal et al., 2024). They highlight that it is the SNC's potential to enhance language/literacy, critical/creative thinking and personal/social/emotional development (Iqbal et al., 2024). This conceptualization is limited to using curricular standardization as a tool for equity, not differentiated instruction, individual student support, or accommodations for various learning needs.

Gender-Focused but Incomplete Inclusion
The commitment of Pakistani school heads on enrolment and commitment to girls' education is high, both from a policy perspective and social development perspective (Hadi, 2024). The study shows that although girls' enrolment was given importance, a lack of recognition of representational gender inequality in learning materials and practices in the classrooms was observed (Hadi, 2024). The discovery shows a definition of gender inclusion that prioritizes quantitative aspects (girls' entry into school) at the expense of qualitative aspects like gender-equitable pedagogy, curriculum texts, and classroom dynamics.
Access to school, taken as a proxy for inclusion, may be the result of the international agenda and funding models that traditionally prioritised gender parity in school attendance. Despite the lack of acknowledgment of representational inequalities and gender-based discrimination in schools, however, the conceptualization of gender inclusion by school heads is incomplete and superficial (Hadi, 2024).

Marginalization of Religious Minorities
One of the disturbing findings is that school leaders in Pakistan are not aware of or sensitive to the educational marginalization of religious minorities. The findings suggest that head teachers did not prioritize ‘madrassah students' exclusion, and there was no marginalisation of religious minorities (Hadi, 2024). This lack of consideration for religious diversity in school leaders' conceptualisations of inclusion is a sign of the undercurrent of the society and the dominant Pakistani national narrative of Islamic identity.
The SNG has received criticism for its emphasis on patriotism and Muslim brotherhood rather than cosmopolitanism and for the lack of adequate and limited teaching regarding inclusion (Hanif, 2023). This curricular emphasis could exacerbate school leaders' focus on the mainstream, because official curricula do not emphasize religious diversity as a dimension of inclusion that needs to be addressed.

Poverty as the Primary Exclusion Factor
In several studies, the school leaders in Pakistan rank poverty as the foremost cause of educational exclusion (Hadi, 2024). This conceptualization is consistent with the empirical evidence that poverty interacts with other indicators of disadvantage such as gender, disability and place to form compound disadvantage, which places a double burden on education. Head teachers in schools with lower income households have a keen sensitivity to the impact of economic pressures on children's school attendance, access to resources and full participation in learning activities (Hadi, 2024).
There is a strong recognition of the role of poverty in exclusion, but school heads might not be aware of how to tackle poverty-related barriers in an inclusive way. A framing of poverty as an external environment that is outside of the school's control can restrict school leaders' personal agency to create school solutions such as flexibility in fee structures, learning materials, or adaptation of learning expectations to students' economic circumstances.

Variation across School Types
The CONCEPTIONS of school heads about inclusive education differ in type of schools and management style. The results of studies conducted by comparing the government schools with the charity schools, non-profit schools and low cost private schools indicate that the understanding and prioritization of head teachers on inclusion differs from one school to another (Hadi, 2024). Conceptualisations of inclusion may be more explicit and developed in schools with explicit social missions (e.g. charity, non-profit schools) and also in government schools where resources are limited and inclusion is more conceptualised in terms of lack and impossibility.
Inclusive education has been seen as a good practice by the general population of private school teachers and administrators in Pakistan, however, it differs as per disability type (Gohar et al., 2024). This indicates that attitudes toward inclusion are more positive among private school leaders, which might be due to parental values, competition or values of the organization. Positive attitudes are not always the same as conceptual understanding, however, and do not necessarily convert to effective implementation.

Leadership Practices and Roles in Inclusive Education
Commitment despite Constraints
Notably, both research and practice have revealed that despite the huge resource limitations and structural issues of the school system, the school heads in Pakistan are highly committed to their work and to the service of their students (Hadi, 2024). The study found that, "Even in the face of limited resources, head teachers' narratives showed an overall commitment to their roles, which was motivated by intrinsic, extrinsic, and altruistic factors" (Hadi, 2024). This commitment is an important base for inclusive education because there must be leadership commitment to push for the change in organizations and to maintain inclusive practices into the long term.
This commitment comes from a variety of sources. Intrinsic motivation is motivated by values and beliefs within the individual about the transformative potential of education. Extrinsic factors are professional recognition and career advancement. Students' welfare and contribution to social development are goals which are manifested as altruistic motivations (Hadi, 2024). It is crucial to recognize these motivational factors when developing policies to support and maintain school leaders' commitment to inclusion.

Leadership as Catalyst for Inclusive Culture
School leadership has been considered as a major factor in establishing inclusive school environment and culture (Kamran & Siddiqui, 2024), (BASTIDA & GONZALES, 2024), (Abdallah et al., 2023). According to a phenomenological study, school leadership has a significant impact on developing a supportive and inclusive school culture, while community resistance and resource limitations are some of the challenges that school leaders face, such as "school leaders play a central role in developing school culture despite the challenges such as limited resources and community resistance" (BASTIDA & GONZALES, 2024). Outstanding leadership in promoting inclusive support is highlighted as a major theme that has been linked to the sustainability and longevity of inclusive education in Pakistan (Kamran & Siddiqui, 2024).
Inclusive leadership can be considered in various aspects: planning, staff training, working with stakeholders, and creating an inclusive environment for all students to participate (BASTIDA & GONZALES, 2024). The successful school heads in the promotion of inclusion exhibit an intrinsic awareness of inclusiveness and engage in practices for school reforms to increase the capacity of educators and foster an environment conducive to collaborative work in instructional modification and student learning (Abdallah et al., 2023).

Educating and Supporting Teachers
The role of the school head is one that is critical in educating teachers on inclusive education, to continue the support for the implementation of inclusive practices (Khan et al., 2023). The study findings suggest that “school administration and leaders play a crucial role in implementing inclusion by educating the teachers and remaining committed to the philosophy” and “leaders must ensure teachers understand inclusion and provide support” (Khan et al., 2023). The educational role is significant as there is a high level of teacher preparation deficiency in inclusive education in Pakistan (Kamran & Bano, 2025).
However, teachers' capacity to teach and support students with the inclusion practices is restricted when their school heads lack the understanding of the practices (Hadi, 2024). If school leaders do not have a thorough conceptual understanding of disability inclusion, differentiated instruction, or culturally responsive pedagogy, then they can only offer so much conceptual direction and professional development to teachers. This is a vicious circle that leads to a lack of leadership education and a lack of teacher education.

Resource Mobilization and Advocacy
The implementation of inclusive education in Pakistan faces significant constraints related to resources, and school heads must address them while trying to meet the goal of inclusive education, (Bastida & Gonzales, 2024). Effective inclusive leaders are active in mobilizing resources, looking for funding, materials, and support from a number of sources such as the government budget, private donations, NGOs, and parent communities (Kamran & Siddiqui, 2024). They are also advocates for their school and present their school needs to district leaders, policymakers and community members.
The sustainable inclusive education in Pakistan research concludes that resource provision is one of the main themes that is a major driver of institutional longevity. Schools that have been leading inclusive practices for more than 25 years show leadership which enables effective mobilization of resources, adjustment of learning environment and continuous professional development despite system constraints (Kamran & Siddiqui, 2024).

Balancing Compliance and Innovation
Pakistani school leaders need to navigate the tension between adherence to policy requirements and curricular demands and the need for innovation and adaptation to meet the diverse needs of school children (Sajid et al., 2025), (Iqbal et al., 2024). The research of the Single National Curriculum also shows "Principals had reservations around following a set curriculum" (Sajid et al., 2025) which portrays tension between the standardization and differentiation. This tension is part of a common problem in inclusive education practice: keeping the same standards and expectations while taking individual differences into account.
Those school leaders who manage to master this balance exhibit “adaptive compliance” which is defined as compliance with the formal requirements, with room to be flexible and innovative. However, for many school leaders, having access to the right ideas, approaches and structures to support this balance is a missing challenge.

Theoretical Framework
This study is guided by Resource Dependency Theory (RDT) proposed by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978). In terms of inclusive education, Resource Dependency Theory serves as an analytical tool to explore how school leaders react to institutionalized barriers. RDT sees poor infrastructure, lack of funding, lack of teacher capacity and assistive technology as resources that can be negotiated, mobilized and managed by school leaders to address inclusion in schools (Ogondiek, 2026). Leadership effectiveness is thus related not only to the managerial skills within the institution but also to the skills of building partnerships, lobbying for institutional support, and obtaining resources from education authorities and community stakeholders (Eddy & Amey, 2023).
The application of Resource Dependency Theory to this study allows for better understanding of the reasons why leadership readiness is not sufficient for successful implementation of inclusive education in public secondary schools. School leaders might have positive attitudes towards inclusion, but when there is a lack of external resources and institutional support, there is a limit to the school leaders' capacity to implement inclusive practices (Pedaste et al., 2024). Inclusive education should therefore be seen as a joint effort that needs good leadership, long-term commitment from the government, policy and provision and resource allocation.
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The theory suggests that organizations rely on outside parties to provide them with key resources like financial backings, personnel, infrastructure, professional development, policy guidance and more. These resources are external controlled and organizations are constantly engaging with governments, communities, and other stakeholders to gain and maintain them.

Methodology
Research methodology sets the framework for research, which consists of the strategy, approach and components. It helps researchers to choose suitable research methodology and technique that makes the research coherent and focused (K, 2022). Qualitative research is used in this research. It provides an understanding of the philosophical perspective of research design, approach, population and sampling, data collection, data analysis, and ethics. The methodology was carefully selected to align with the study objectives which were to study the preparedness of leaders and barriers in inclusive education in public secondary school in rural areas of Pakistan.

Philosophical Stance
The study was conducted using constructivism research approach, which states that reality and knowledge are socially constructed from people's experience and interaction with a special environment (Anupama & Vaibhavi, 2025). The constructivist approach is suitable for examining the interaction between different aspects of inclusive education, including the roles of leadership styles, resources and attitudes of stakeholders. This is clearly demonstrated through research, which explores the intricate dynamics among these factors and their effects on educational results (Volosnikova, 2023). In general, the constructivist philosophical approach has enabled the study to generate rich and contextualized findings on inclusive education strategies, as it emphasizes the voice of leaders.

Research Design
The research method used in this study was the case study method. Case study is a detailed and in-depth investigation of the development of a particular event, person or situation over a period of time in the context of the real world (Oranga & Matere, 2023). They are especially helpful when developing an initial hypothesis in less-examined fields where the working of processes or situations can be explored (Lavarda & Bellucci, 2022). The research employed is Descriptive survey, which is focused on public secondary school under School Education and Literacy Department (SELD) Karachi. Case studies enable in-depth analysis of the context(s) in which policies are adopted and give insights into the factors that affect the awareness and effectiveness of policies (O’Mathúna & Iphofen, 2022). This design was used to gain insight into meaning, attitudes, challenges and lived experiences, rather than to measure numerical trends. Because of this design, which allowed for a more natural exploration of participant's views, new themes and insights arose from the data.

Research Approach
For this study, a qualitative research methodology was used. Whereas the main purpose of qualitative research is to give more detailed, comprehensive and descriptive explanations of phenomena from non-numeric data, which is different from quantitative research that is carried out to quantify and test hypotheses through numeric data (Oranga & Matere, 2023). The primary objective of qualitative research is to comprehend social phenomena based on the experiences, interpretation and meaning of the participant (Liamputtong, 2023). This approach was selected because it aimed to explore leaders' lived experiences and the barriers and views that exist within inclusive education, rather than measuring the variables numerically. This approach makes it possible for researchers to obtain detailed information directly from the participants, which can capture their experiences, beliefs, and emotions in their own words (Mwita, 2022).

Population of the Study
The population of the study was the school heads/leaders from the rural areas of the District Larkana located in Pakistan. These leadership readiness are from demographic areas that are often faced with numerous challenges and institutional barriers. Since rural leaders are directly impacted by inequality in education resulting from the urban divide, it was imperative to concentrate on them. In order to guarantee relevance to the study's focus on leadership readiness and institutional barriers to inclusion, inclusive education in rural content, the population was chosen.

Sampling Technique and Sample size
Purposive sampling technique was used to select the participants. Purposive sampling allows the researcher to choose respondents who have a certain kind of expertise or experience that is important to the study if the study is qualitative in nature, to gain in-depth insights (Bell et al., 2022). The selection of the participants is based on: Three male and three female school heads with minimum 3-5 years of leadership experience from three pubic secondary schools and three teachers three male and one female with minimum 3-5 years of leadership experience from three pubic secondary schools.


Data Collection Method
Semi-structured in-depth interviews served as the study's main method of data collecting. The semi-structured interview in terms of power is more powerful than a structured interview in that it enables the researcher(s), particularly in qualitative research, to obtain in-depth information from informants. For the interviews to be uniform, an interview guide was developed from the objectives of the study which included Open-ended questions. The goal of the study was explained to the participants before the interviews and informed consent was obtained. In order to promote candid and open responses, the interviews were held in a welcoming and comfortable setting. To guarantee the accuracy and completeness of the data, the interviews were audio recorded with the participants' consent. Each interview lasted about 25–30 minutes, providing ample time for participants to elaborate on their thoughts and experiences. Semi-structured interviews allow for open-ended and free-flowing conversations, making it easier to gather detailed and comprehensive information, which is crucial when studying complex phenomena and building a comprehensive understanding (Georgescu & Anastasiu, 2022). Following data collection, interviews were transcribed verbatim, to ensure the authenticity of participants' responses and to enable systematic analysis.

Data Analysis Procedure 
Qualitative data collected were analysed using a well-known technique in the literature used to identify, explore and interpret patterns in qualitative data, namely thematic analysis (Braun and Clark model). This well-known framework consists of familiarization with data, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and producing a report (Cernasev & Axon, 2023). Systematic coding involves reducing data into analyzable units and assigning the units to themes, a process that helps to develop the theory (Cernasev & Axon, 2023).

Researcher Reflexivity
This study was performed in a constructivist qualitative paradigm, with the understanding that the researcher's personal experiences and background may have an impact on data collection and interpretation. The researchers are postgraduate students of educational leadership and management in a professional interest in inclusive education and educational leadership. This background would allow for an informed understanding of participants' experiences, but also afford the opportunity for interpretive bias.
To reduce potential bias, the researchers employed a semi-structured interview protocol, gave participants a chance to voice their opinion, kept verbatim copies of the interviews, and relied on participants' own words for development of themes rather than on personal interpretations. The findings were constantly compared to the data collected in the original interview to make sure that the findings reflect the participants' voice and would be credible and consistent throughout the analytical process.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations are integral to research in different scientific disciplines and take care of participants' security and the integrity of the research. Data protection is also considered an ethical issue in research, in which data minimization and secure data sharing are key concepts in maintaining participants' privacy (Crutzen, 2022). Throughout the whole research procedure, all legal and ethical guidelines were closely adhered. The informed consent was obtained before the data collection, explaining the aim of the study to the participants. Confidentiality and anonymity were ensured by providing participants with codes and safekeeping of data. The participants were informed that they were participating in a study at their own option and that they could withdraw at any time without any consequences. In order to safeguard the rights of participants and maintain the integrity of the study, ethical research guidelines were followed.

Limitations
The study has a few limitations that affect the interpretation of the results. First, the research used a qualitative case study design and limited in both the number of participants and the schools (only three public secondary schools in District Larkana) from which participants were drawn. Findings are therefore presented not as a statistical generalization of all schools in Pakistan but to give in-depth contextual understanding.
Second, only one rural district of Sindh Province was analyzed in the study. The educational policies, leadership and institutional settings may be different in other provinces and urban settings. Thus, the transferability of the results needs to be taken with a pinch of salt.
Thirdly, the study was based on self-reported experiences, which could be confounded by social desirability or recall bias. Last, since a qualitative approach was used in the research, statistical relationships between variables were not studied. Mixed-method or large-scale quantitative designs can be used in future research studies throughout multiple districts and provinces to validate and expand on these results.

Findings
The interviews with three school heads and three teachers were analysed thematically, which showed the following salient themes concerning the preparedness of the leaders and barriers for implementation of Inclusive Education in public secondary schools of District Larkana, Sindh. The answers were both positive attitudes and the difficulties faced in implementing the inclusion. Data analysis resulted in the following themes

Understanding and Acceptance of Inclusive Education
The result of the participants' responses was the understanding and acceptance of Inclusive Education, which was identified as one of the major themes. Most participants defined Inclusive Education as equality of educational opportunities for all students irrespective of their disabilities, learning ability, their social background, or their background (Kumari, 2022). School leaders and educators expressed that all children are entitled to attend their regular school and receive education without discrimination (“Inclusive Education” 2023). The participants felt that Inclusive Education does not only target children with physical disabilities but also the children who are slow, marginalized and children with social and economic disadvantages (Baria, 2023). The theme shows that the participants had a positive view about the concept of inclusion and that they knew its importance in education.

Equality and Participation of All Learners
A further theme was equality and participation of all learners being an important theme. Participants emphasized the benefits of Inclusive Education, namely the right for students to have equal opportunity and participate in academic and social activities (Baria, 2023). The responses indicated that inclusive classrooms result in an atmosphere conducive to learning how to cooperate, tolerate, empathize, and respect diversity (Elsheikh, 2023). Students with various abilities should be encouraged to take part in classroom discussions, group work and other extra-curricular activities (Huamán-Romaní et al., 2023). Additionally, school leaders highlighted the positive impact of Inclusive Education on fostering a sense of belonging and acceptance within the school community (- & -, 2024). In this theme, it is demonstrated that participants saw inclusion as a way of social justice and equal access to education.

Limited Leadership Readiness and Professional Training
The results also indicated that school leaders and teachers lack leadership readiness and their professional training is not adequate. The participants expressed a positive attitude and willingness towards the implementation of Inclusive Education, however many participants acknowledged that they were not fully prepared to effectively manage inclusive classrooms (Beltran et al., 2022). The school leaders indicated that they do not have any specific training for leadership in issues pertaining to inclusion and the teachers indicated that they lack the skills in addressing the needs of learners with disabilities or with learning difficulties (Rajaguru, 2023). The majority of the respondents reported having participated in short courses or no formal training on Inclusive Education (Rajaguru, 2023). Their confidence and capacity to engage in successful inclusive practices were lower due to inadequate professional development (Donath et al., 2023).

Resource and Infrastructure Constraints
One of the most striking findings of the study was the issue of resource and infrastructure constraints. There was a constant discussion about lack of educational resources, teaching materials and physical facilities needed for Inclusive Education (Kocha & Senapathy, 2022). There has been a lack of inclusive classroom configuration, assistive devices, washrooms, and ramps in many public secondary schools, said the school heads (Sijuola & Davidova, 2022). Lack of specific learning materials and supportive technologies which are needed by students with different learning needs was also noted by teachers (Muiruri & Wilson, 2022). The results indicate that there are significant barriers in the implementation of Inclusive Education, especially in relation to inadequate infrastructure.

Teacher Workload and Overcrowded Classrooms
Another important finding from the comments was the teacher workload and overcrowding in classrooms. Large classes and multiple learning styles were found to be very challenging for teachers (Jurs et al., 2023). Participants reported that the issue of crowded classrooms makes it difficult for teachers to give individual attention and personalized teaching to students with special educational needs (Vakili et al., 2024). Teachers also noted that the administrative workloads and workload in teaching further contribute to stress and to being unable to adopt inclusive strategies (Subhasree et al., 2023). The theme is an indication of the difficulties teachers encounter in administering a classroom and providing equal learning opportunities for every child.

Weak Policy Implementation and Funding Issues
Low level policy implementation and limited funding were also cited as significant institutional challenges. Participants felt that there were government policy documents on Inclusive Education at the national and provincial level; but that implementation at the school level was inadequate (Sijuola & Davidova, 2022). There is little monitoring and follow-up of EA practices for inclusive school from EA perspective (Reported by school heads, Mondal 2023). The lack of adequate funding to enhance infrastructure, teacher training and learning resources were also identified as areas that require improvement (Santi et al., 2025). The statements made by teachers indicated that policies are often theoretical and lack guidance on how to apply it in the classroom (Qu, 2020). This theme points to policy making and implementation in schools.
Importance of Collaboration with Parents and Community
Also, the analysis showed that the partnership between schools, parents and the community was important. It was noted that having parents and community members actively engaged during the process of implementing Inclusive Education is essential to its success (Morelle & Morelle, 2024). A number of parents are not wanting to send their children with disabilities to mainstream schools, citing social stigma and lack of awareness (P., 2023). Parents-school communication is essential for schools to get to know their students' needs and offer the right support (Anindyawardhani et al., 2023). Participants further emphasized on the need to raise awareness programmes to shift the negative attitudes of the society towards students with disabilities (Mensah, 2022). In this theme, the role of family and community is highlighted as a key part of Inclusive Education, which cannot stand alone in the school, but must be carried by everyone together (Kenzhebekova & Kavdyrova, 2022).

Need for Government Support and Monitoring
One of the other key themes that came out of the study was the importance of having better monitoring and support from the government. Participants emphasized the need for schools to receive continuous professional training and institutional support from educational authorities, as well as regular supervision, in the implementation of Inclusive Education (Parveen, 2025). The school leaders recommended adequate allocation of infrastructure and employment of special educators by the government (Madbhushan et al., 2025). Furthermore, teachers suggested improvements be made to the monitoring systems to support the successful implementation of inclusive policies (Mondal, 2023). The participants felt that if the government does not commit and support, then schools will continue to struggle to meet inclusive education goals (Hawamdeh, 2023).

Positive Impact of Inclusive Practices on Students
Participants had a number of positive experiences with regard to Inclusive Education, even though the challenges are there. Inclusive classroom activities showed that the teachers noticed that students became more confident, participated and had more interactions in the classroom (‘Aisy & Aprilia, 2025). School leaders reported the increased cooperation and respect among students as a result of learning in various settings (Zhou & Colomer, 2024). The participants also reported academic and social development of students with special needs when they had had the opportunity to receive extra support and encouragement (Thaqi & Anastasoska, 2025). This theme emphasizes the positive consequences of Inclusive Education not only for learners with disabilities, but also for the whole school community (Szumski et al., 2022).

Recommendations for Training, Infrastructure, and Awareness
The overarching theme that emerged from the analysis were the recommendations for improvements in training, infrastructure and awareness. The participants suggested that teachers and school leaders should be invited to participate in regular professional development programs to enhance their understanding and skills regarding the concept of Inclusive Education (“Teachers’ Professional Development for Inclusive Education, A Perspective from Saudi (Mixed Methods Study),” 2023). They also proposed enhancing school facilities, such as building ramps and making classrooms accessible, in addition to providing necessary facilities for disabled students (Lo & Lo, 2026). Furthermore, the participants highlighted the need to decrease the size of the classroom, have special educators and conduct awareness campaigns in the community to foster positive attitudes towards inclusion (Okebukola et al, n.d.). These suggestions are based on the focus of participants to make a more supportive and inclusive learning space.

Summary of Thematic Findings
The thematic analysis indicated a positive attitude of the participants to Inclusive Education and the importance it plays in achieving equality and inclusion for all learners. Several institutional and policy related constraints such as lack of resources, inadequate infrastructure, over filled classrooms, inadequate training and weak policy implementation are found to be obstructing implementation in public secondary schools of District Larkana. Notwithstanding these difficulties, the participants showed a willingness and a commitment towards inclusive practices and highlighted the importance of the government's support, community awareness and professional development for successful implementation of Inclusive Education in schools (Virani & Ali, 2022).

Discussion
The results of this study indicated that Inclusive Education in public secondary schools of District Larkana is conceptually understood and positively perceived by the school heads and teachers as well (Gutema & Golga, 2022). The participants showed a good understanding of the principles of inclusive education which emphasise equality, non-discrimination and equal opportunities to learn for all students including those with disabilities, slow learners and socio-economically disadvantaged learners (Kaushik, 2024). This positive understanding aligns with the global understanding of Inclusive Education, which includes access, participation and elimination of barriers to learning (Karim & Hue, 2022).
But even though this concept is accepted, it is found in the study that there is a huge gap between policy and practice (Woodcock et al., 2022). Inclusive Education is hampered by several institutional and structural issues (Sijuola & Davidova, 2022). One area of interest is the limited leadership readiness of school heads and lack of professional training of teachers (Gonzaga, 2024). This suggests that while teachers understand and embrace the concept of inclusion, they lack the necessary skills and knowledge to successfully work with a diverse classroom (Gonzaga, 2024). The results of this discovery indicate that leadership development and ongoing professional development are important for effective implementation.
Other important issues that were identified are the lack of physical and instructional resources (Beyene et al., 2020). Students with special needs face a lot of trouble because of the lack of infrastructure, assistive devices, teaching materials etc. Students with special needs have to face a lot of problems because of the lack of infrastructure, assistive devices, Teaching materials etc. (Santi et al., 2025). The results suggest that inclusive policies continue to be mostly symbolic without the proper funding, allocation of resources.
Another important constraint highlighted by the study is the problem of overcrowding classes, and the heavy burden on teachers (Kaji & Dutta, 2026). The large class size reduces the teachers ability to give individual attention which can be crucial in an inclusive learning environment (Kaji & Dutta, 2026). This is characteristic of a systemic problem in public education that resource constraints are directly linked to instructional quality. In addition, the lack of policy implementation and the lack of monitoring mechanisms add to the disconnect between the policy of inclusive education and practice (Mondal, 2023). There are policies at both the national and the provincial level but these are not sufficiently enforced and are not always adequately supported at school level. This indicates that there is a need for increased accountability systems and local implementation strategies.
Additionally, the significance of parental and community participation was highlighted. Barriers to inclusion identified were negative attitudes and lack of awareness within the societies. This means that Inclusive Education cannot be implemented in schools, it needs to be accepted in the wider society and there has to be a partnership between the families, communities and schools (Kenny et al., 2023). Yet, the study also revealed that positive results occurred with inclusive practices, such as increased student self-confidence and social interaction and cooperative learning environments. The results corroborated the notion that Inclusive Education can be beneficial to students with SEN but also to all learners in their social and academic growth (Dalgaard et al., 2022).

Single National Curriculum (SNC) as a Tool for Equity
The Single National Curriculum (SNC) has been instituted as a means of ensuring equality in education and offering a unified curriculum for all pupils, but recent research indicates that over-standardisation can be a potential barrier to inclusive education. Challenges are raised about the lack of consideration in uniform curricular requirements for regional, linguistic and cultural diversity and the demands of a multilingual classroom in provinces like Sindh where the diversity in learning demands are not met with the necessary flexibility.
An inclusive education approach to effective implementation focuses on making curriculum adaptations, differentiation and contextualization of teaching strategies that are not uniform for all learners. The SNC is thus a very significant policy move in the direction of the goal of educational equity, but the success of inclusion also requires flexibility in school to meet local educational reality and the varied needs of students.

Conclusion
This study aimed to examine the challenges of leadership readiness and barriers of Inclusive Education in public secondary schools of District Larkana, Sindh. The results indicate that teachers' knowledge and acceptance of Inclusive Education are positive, however, the effectiveness of implementing Inclusive Education is hindered by structural, institutional and policy aspects.
The main challenges are a lack of professional training, lack of infrastructure, lack of teaching resources, crowded classrooms, ineffective policy implementation, and low government support. All these factors contribute to the failure to put inclusive practices into practice. The study also reveals positive trends such as educators' attitudes towards inclusive practices and the perceived benefits on student learning and social development (Donath et al., 2023). This means that there is a basis for Inclusive Education, which needs robust systemic support.
The study finds that multi-dimensional approach is needed to accomplish the successful implementation of Inclusive Education in District Larkana, which includes continuous professional development for teachers and school leaders, improvement of infrastructure and facilities, provision of financial assistance, reduction in class size, policy implementation and involvement of parents and community stakeholders (Brede et al., 2017). In general, Inclusive Education in studied context is still in the developing stage and has potential for success if used appropriate institutional and policy support mechanisms are strengthened. 4.8. The Government needs to ensure adequate support and monitoring of the condition.
One of the other key themes that came out of the study was the importance of having better monitoring and support from the government. Participants emphasized the need for schools to receive continuous professional training and institutional support from educational authorities, as well as regular supervision, in the implementation of Inclusive Education (Parveen, 2025). The school leaders recommended adequate allocation of infrastructure and employment of special educators by the government (Madbhushan et al., 2025). Furthermore, teachers suggested improvements be made to the monitoring systems to support the successful implementation of inclusive policies (Mondal, 2023). The participants felt that if the government does not commit and support, then schools will continue to struggle to meet inclusive education goals (Hawamdeh, 2023).
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