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Abstract
Inclusive education has emerged as a globally accepted approach for ensuring equitable access to education for children with disabilities. Among various disability groups, children with learning disabilities often remain under-identified and underserved despite possessing average or above-average intellectual abilities. The present study examines the status of inclusive education for children with learning disabilities in Kerala and explores its potential as a tool for educational empowerment and social inclusion. Using a mixed-method research design, data were collected from 16 schools across four districts of Kerala, involving school heads, teachers, students with learning disabilities, parents, and non-disabled peers. The findings revealed a prevalence rate of 13.25 percent of learning disabilities among the screened school-going population. The study further identified significant rural-urban disparities, gender differences, psychosocial factors, and institutional barriers affecting educational inclusion. While stakeholders generally demonstrated positive attitudes towards inclusive education, inadequacies in teacher preparation, resource support, early identification mechanisms, and policy implementation continue to hinder effective inclusion. The article situates these findings within contemporary developments including the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016, National Education Policy 2020, Samagra Shiksha, and Sustainable Development Goal 4. It concludes with policy recommendations for strengthening inclusive educational practices and ensuring meaningful participation of children with learning disabilities in mainstream education.
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1. Introduction
Education is widely recognized as a fundamental human right and a critical instrument for social transformation. For children with disabilities, education serves not only as a means of acquiring knowledge and skills but also as a pathway towards social participation, economic independence, and empowerment. Despite global commitments towards educational inclusion, children with disabilities continue to face substantial barriers in accessing quality education.
Among the diverse categories of disabilities, learning disabilities represent one of the least understood and often invisible forms of disability. Children with learning disabilities typically exhibit difficulties in reading, writing, spelling, arithmetic, comprehension, or other academic areas despite having normal intelligence. Due to inadequate awareness, many such children are incorrectly labelled as lazy, slow learners, or academically weak.
The concept of inclusive education gained international prominence following the Salamanca Statement (1994), which emphasized the right of all children to learn together irrespective of differences. Subsequently, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), Sustainable Development Goal 4, and several national legislations reinforced the commitment towards inclusive and equitable quality education for all. In India, the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPwD) Act, 2016 and the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 have further strengthened the legal and policy framework supporting inclusive education.
Kerala, despite its high literacy rate and favourable human development indicators, continues to face challenges in identifying and supporting children with learning disabilities. This study seeks to understand these challenges and assess the status of inclusive education in the state.

2. Review of Literature
Research across the world demonstrates that inclusive education promotes academic achievement, social participation, and positive self-concept among children with disabilities. Brown et al. (1983; 1989) and Sasso et al. (1985) highlighted the importance of social interaction and peer modelling in integrated educational settings. Montgomery (1994) found that children with learning disabilities often report lower academic self-concept despite maintaining normal social and emotional functioning.
Pearl et al. (1998) observed that inclusive settings facilitate greater social acceptance, friendship development, and communication skills among children with disabilities. Gouveia (1997) further reported that inclusive schools provide access to broader curricular experiences than segregated educational settings.
Within India, research on learning disabilities remains comparatively limited. Suresh (1998) reported that approximately ten percent of children and adolescents in Kerala experience learning difficulties. Balasundran (2005) emphasized the challenges associated with implementing inclusive education due to inadequate statistics, policy gaps, and infrastructural constraints.
Recent international evidence continues to support inclusive education as a central strategy for achieving educational equity. UNESCO's Global Education Monitoring reports stress that inclusion remains essential to achieving Sustainable Development Goal 4 and ensuring that no learner is left behind. Persistent barriers include inadequate teacher support, insufficient data systems, inaccessible infrastructure, and weak policy implementation.

3. Contemporary Policy Context (Updated to 2025)
The policy landscape relating to disability and education in India has undergone significant transformation during the past decade.
3.1 Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016
The RPwD Act recognizes inclusive education as a legal right and mandates educational institutions to provide reasonable accommodation, support services, barrier-free environments, and individualized educational support for children with disabilities. Learning disabilities are specifically recognized under the Act.
3.2 National Education Policy 2020
NEP 2020 emphasizes equitable and inclusive education for all learners, particularly those belonging to Socio-Economically Disadvantaged Groups (SEDGs), including children with disabilities. The policy advocates early identification, individualized support, assistive technologies, universal design for learning, and teacher capacity building.

3.3 Samagra Shiksha
Samagra Shiksha integrates various school education initiatives and provides financial support for inclusive education, resource rooms, assistive devices, home-based education, teacher training, and support services for Children with Special Needs (CWSN).
3.4 Sustainable Development Goal 4
SDG 4 seeks to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all. International monitoring continues to highlight the need for stronger leadership, inclusive governance, and disability-responsive educational systems.

4. Methodology
The study adopted a mixed-method research design combining quantitative and qualitative approaches.
Study Area
The research was conducted in Kerala, selecting educationally advanced districts (Ernakulam and Kottayam) and educationally backward districts (Wayanad and Malappuram).
Sample
· 16 Government and Aided Schools
· 16 School Heads
· 92 Teachers
· 800 Screened Students
· 106 Students identified with Learning Disabilities
· 98 Non-disabled Students
· Parents of all identified children
Data Collection Methods
· Structured Questionnaires
· Semi-Structured Interviews
· Observation
· Document Analysis
Data Analysis
Both descriptive and inferential statistical techniques were employed. Qualitative responses were coded and analysed thematically.

5. Findings
5.1 Prevalence of Learning Disability
Among 800 students screened, 106 children were identified with learning disabilities, indicating a prevalence rate of 13.25 percent.
5.2 Demographic Characteristics
Boys constituted 65.1 percent of the identified cases, whereas girls represented 34.9 percent. Most children belonged to nuclear families and small family units.
5.3 Rural–Urban Differences
Learning disabilities were more prevalent in rural areas (60.38%) than urban areas (39.62%). Similarly, government schools recorded higher prevalence rates compared to aided schools.



5.4 District-wise Distribution
Wayanad and Malappuram reported higher prevalence rates than Ernakulam and Kottayam, suggesting a relationship between educational backwardness and learning difficulties.
5.5 Psychosocial and Behavioural Factors
Approximately 15.09 percent of identified children exhibited behavioural or psychological concerns. Thought disorders, depression, anxiety, distractibility, withdrawal, aggression, and low self-esteem emerged as significant correlates.
5.6 Stakeholder Attitudes
Teachers, school heads, parents, and non-disabled peers generally expressed positive attitudes towards inclusive education. Nevertheless, concerns regarding classroom management, lack of specialised support, and insufficient training remained evident.

6. Discussion
The findings indicate that learning disabilities constitute a significant educational and social concern in Kerala. The prevalence identified in this study aligns with national and international estimates suggesting that a substantial proportion of school-going children experience specific learning difficulties.
The positive attitudes of stakeholders provide an encouraging foundation for inclusive education. However, attitudinal acceptance alone is insufficient. Effective inclusion requires systemic reforms involving curriculum adaptation, teacher preparation, early screening, multidisciplinary interventions, and continuous monitoring.
Recent educational reforms have created favourable policy conditions. However, implementation gaps persist. UDISE+ data continue to document large numbers of Children with Special Needs within India's educational system, highlighting the need for strengthened institutional responses and support mechanisms.
Furthermore, UNESCO continues to emphasize that educational inclusion must move beyond physical access to meaningful participation and learning outcomes.

7. Recommendations
1. Universal screening for learning disabilities at the primary school level.
2. Establishment of multidisciplinary assessment centres in all districts.
3. Mandatory pre-service and in-service teacher training on learning disabilities.
4. Strengthening resource rooms and special educator support.
5. Integration of assistive technologies and digital learning tools.
6. Development of Individualized Education Plans (IEPs).
7. Enhanced parent participation and counselling services.
8. Strengthening educational monitoring systems and disability databases.
9. Increased allocation of financial resources under Samagra Shiksha.
10. Promotion of disability-sensitive curricula and inclusive pedagogical practices.

8. Conclusion
Inclusive education represents one of the most powerful instruments for empowering children with learning disabilities and promoting social justice. The findings of this study demonstrate that while Kerala has made notable progress in educational development, significant challenges remain in ensuring meaningful inclusion for children with learning disabilities. Contemporary policy frameworks such as the RPwD Act, 2016 and NEP 2020 provide a strong foundation for reform. However, effective implementation, adequate resource allocation, teacher preparedness, and community engagement are essential to transform policy aspirations into educational realities. A rights-based and child-centred approach to inclusive education is imperative for achieving equitable educational outcomes and sustainable social development.
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