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 Inclusive education aims to integrate students with special needs into mainstream 

classrooms, yet understanding of their lived experiences remains limited. Despite a 

growing body of research, the emotional and social dimensions of inclusion, particularly 

students’ peer interactions and sense of belonging, are underexplored. The knowledge 

gap lies in understanding how students with special needs perceive their social 

integration in inclusive classrooms. This study adopts a phenomenological approach to 

explore these experiences, providing insights into how students navigate the social 

challenges and academic demands of inclusive education. Data were collected through 

semi-structured interviews with students, teachers, and parents, and analyzed using 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA). The findings generated three major 

themes: (1) negotiating peer relationships and social acceptance, (2) the role of teacher 

support in fostering participation and confidence, and (3) parental involvement as a 

source of emotional and academic support.The findings reveal that while students face 

significant challenges in social integration, teacher support and parental involvement are 

crucial to their positive experiences. Inclusive education enhances their sense of 

belonging but also highlights gaps in teacher preparedness and resources. These findings 

contribute to our understanding of inclusive education by emphasizing the importance 

of social and emotional factors, suggesting that more comprehensive support systems 

are needed. Future studies should further explore the long-term impact of inclusive 

education on students' overall development and the role of teacher training in fostering 

inclusive environments. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Inclusive education has emerged as a significant educational and social policy worldwide, 

advocating for the integration of students with special needs into general education settings. This 

approach aims to provide equal opportunities for students of all abilities, ensuring that those with 

disabilities or other special needs are not excluded from the learning process (Svetelj, 2023). In many 

cultures, the move toward inclusive education reflects a broader commitment to human rights and social 

justice, emphasizing the importance of diversity and the value of all students, regardless of their 

physical, cognitive, or emotional differences (Mukhlis, 2025a; Mukhlis & Saidah, 2025). Despite 

the widespread adoption of inclusive education policies, their implementation remains uneven and 

context-dependent, shaped by school resources, teacher preparedness, institutional support, and social 

attitudes toward disability and inclusion. 

The phenomenon of inclusive education is particularly relevant in the current social climate, 

where there is a growing emphasis on equality, inclusion, and diversity in all sectors of society, 

including education (Kourtidou et al., 2025). Within the educational context, the inclusion of students 

with special needs often involves both structural and interpersonal challenges, including the need for 

teachers to adapt their pedagogical practices, the adjustment of physical classroom environments, and 

the cultivation of supportive relationships among students, teachers, and parents (Mukhlis, Arifin, 

Ridwan, & Zulbaidah, 2025; Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). For students 

with special needs, inclusion is not limited to physical placement in general classrooms; it also involves 
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meaningful participation, peer interaction, emotional security, and a sense of belonging. The social 

integration of students with special needs, particularly their ability to interact meaningfully with peers, 

is a key aspect of inclusive education that requires further exploration. 

The subjective experiences of students with special needs, their families, and their teachers in 

inclusive classrooms are under-researched, especially when considering the emotional, social, and 

academic impacts of inclusion. Phenomenology, with its focus on the lived experiences of individuals, 

provides a unique framework for exploring these experiences (Velan et al., 2022). By delving into the 

personal perceptions and emotions of those involved in inclusive education, this study seeks to 

understand how students with special needs experience and navigate the social dynamics of inclusive 

settings (Mukhlis, Maryam, et al., 2023; Mukhlis et al., 2024). It is essential to explore how these 

individuals make sense of their roles in the classroom and how their experiences shape their 

understanding of inclusion. Such an exploration is not only crucial for improving educational practices 

but also for fostering a more inclusive society. 

Research on the subjective experiences of individuals in various phenomena has gained 

significant importance in recent years, particularly within the realm of education (Ridley, 2025). 

Understanding how students, especially those with special needs, perceive their experiences in inclusive 

educational settings is crucial for improving educational practices and fostering a more inclusive 

environment. Previous studies have highlighted the importance of these lived experiences in shaping 

students' social interactions, academic success, and emotional well-being. However, the depth and 

complexity of these experiences often remain underexplored, particularly from the perspective of those 

directly involved students, parents, and teachers. 

Methodologically, exploring the deep, personal meanings that individuals attach to their 

experiences in inclusive classrooms presents several challenges. Traditional quantitative approaches, 

while useful for measuring outcomes, fall short in capturing the nuanced, subjective experiences of 

students with special needs. These approaches often focus on broad trends or statistical significance, 

missing the richness and detail of individual experiences (Meals, 2025). Qualitative methodologies, 

particularly phenomenology, offer a more effective way to access the underlying meanings and 

emotions that drive these experiences. However, even within qualitative research, challenges remain in 

ensuring that data are sufficiently rich and meaningful to capture the true essence of the phenomenon 

under study. 

The limitations of previous research methodologies make it clear that a more in-depth 

exploration is necessary. The reliance on standardized surveys, observational data, and teacher 

assessments often overlooks the subjective nature of students’ experiences, which are critical to 

understanding the full impact of inclusive education (Bregger et al., 2025). For this reason, many studies 

have failed to fully address the complexities of inclusion, particularly in terms of social integration and 

peer relationships, making phenomenological inquiry an essential approach to uncover the true 

experiences of those involved. 

While practical approaches to inclusive education, such as standardized assessments, teacher 

evaluations, and observational studies, have been widely used, these methods tend to focus on 

measurable outcomes rather than on the deeper, subjective experiences of the individuals involved. 

These approaches are valuable for assessing general trends, but they fail to capture the rich, personal 

meanings that students with special needs, their parents, and teachers assign to their experiences within 

inclusive classrooms (Mukhlis, Janwari, et al., 2023; Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025). As a result, the 

complexity of the social, emotional, and academic dimensions of inclusion remains underexplored, 

leading to an incomplete understanding of its impact on the lives of students with special needs. 

The limitations of these existing methods are particularly apparent in their inability to explore 

the nuanced, lived experiences of individuals within the inclusive education system. For instance, while 

surveys and structured interviews may provide useful data on academic performance or social 

participation, they often overlook the deeper emotional responses, personal perceptions, and challenges 

faced by students in these settings (Hirata, 2023). This leaves a gap in understanding the true essence 

of inclusion from the perspective of those who experience it directly. 
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To address these gaps, phenomenology offers a powerful alternative. By focusing on the lived 

experiences of individuals, phenomenology allows for a more profound and holistic exploration of the 

personal meaning behind experiences in inclusive education (Alhusban & Tewari, 2025). This method 

enables researchers to delve into how participants make sense of their interactions, their challenges, and 

their successes, offering insights into the social dynamics and emotional impacts that traditional 

approaches fail to reveal. In this way, phenomenology can provide a richer, more comprehensive 

understanding of inclusive education, shedding light on aspects that are essential for creating more 

effective and supportive educational environments. 

Research on inclusive education has been increasingly concerned with understanding the 

experiences of students with special needs, particularly regarding their social integration, emotional 

well-being, and academic development. Several studies have examined the perspectives of teachers and 

parents, but few have focused on the lived experiences of students themselves. Previous research, such 

as that by Johnson & Brown (2018), has highlighted the challenges these students face in building 

relationships with peers and navigating academic tasks in an inclusive setting. Theories such as 

Vygotsky's social constructivism provide a foundation for understanding how interactions in inclusive 

classrooms contribute to the development of cognitive and social skills (Scotti et al., 2025). However, 

these studies often rely on quantitative data or surface-level qualitative approaches that fail to capture 

the depth of students’ personal experiences. 

This study proposes a phenomenological approach to explore the subjective experiences of 

students with special needs within inclusive education settings. Phenomenology is uniquely suited to 

this purpose as it allows for an in-depth exploration of individuals' lived experiences, focusing on the 

meanings they attach to their interactions with peers, teachers, and the school environment. By adopting 

this approach, the study aims to address the gap identified in previous research, specifically regarding 

the emotional and social dimensions of inclusion that have been overlooked by traditional 

methodologies (Stathopoulou et al., 2025). This study seeks to understand how students with special 

needs perceive their inclusion, how they make sense of their social interactions, and how these 

experiences influence their sense of belonging and academic engagement. 

The article is structured as follows: The introduction sets the context for the study and outlines 

the importance of exploring the lived experiences of students with special needs in inclusive education. 

The methodology section describes the phenomenological approach used to gather and analyze data, 

detailing the process of participant selection, data collection (through semi-structured interviews), and 

data analysis (using interpretative phenomenological analysis). The results section presents the key 

themes that emerged from the data, followed by a discussion of the findings in relation to existing 

literature (Mukhlis, 2025b; Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023). Finally, the conclusion highlights the 

implications of the findings for both theory and practice in inclusive education, offering 

recommendations for educators and policymakers. 

 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Study Design 

The research employed a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of 

students with special needs, their parents, and teachers in the context of inclusive education. 

Phenomenology focuses on the subjective experiences of individuals, aiming to uncover the meaning 

they assign to their lived experiences. This approach is particularly relevant for this study as it seeks to 

understand how individuals perceive and make sense of their interactions and challenges in an inclusive 

educational setting (Lutz & Knox, 2014; McNabb, 2015). The interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) was chosen for this study, as it allows for an in-depth exploration of how participants 

make sense of their personal and social worlds. IPA is suited for investigating how individuals 

understand their experiences, emphasizing personal meaning, context, and the ways these meanings are 

shaped by personal history and social environment. The focus is on obtaining a rich description of 

participants’ perceptions, which are analyzed to identify common themes that reveal the essence of the 

phenomenon. Before data collection, ethical approval was obtained from the relevant institutional ethics 

committee. The study also followed ethical principles for research involving children and participants 
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with special educational needs, including voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity, and the 

right to withdraw from the study at any stage without negative consequences. 

Participants 

Participants were selected using purposive sampling, focusing on individuals who could 

provide in-depth insights into the experiences of inclusive education. The study involved ten 

participants, including five students with special needs, two teachers, and three parents. The inclusion 

criteria for students were those enrolled in a mainstream classroom, aged 7 to 12, with documented 

special educational needs (e.g., hearing impairment, learning disabilities). Parents of children in the 

same age range, actively involved in their child’s educational process, were also included. Teachers 

selected for the study had at least two years of experience working in inclusive classrooms. Participants 

were excluded if they had been involved in specialized education programs outside of the mainstream 

educational context (Hillman & Radel, 2018; Migdal, 2018). The average age of the student 

participants was 9 years old, and the teachers had an average of 6 years of teaching experience in 

inclusive settings. The diversity in the participant group was important for understanding the 

multifaceted nature of inclusive education from various perspectives. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with participants, which were 

conducted face-to-face in a comfortable and quiet setting to ensure privacy and reduce distractions. 

Each interview lasted approximately 45-60 minutes. A semi-structured interview guide was used, 

consisting of open-ended questions that allowed participants to share their experiences freely while also 

focusing on specific aspects related to the research questions. The interviews were designed to explore 

the participants’ perceptions of the challenges and successes of inclusive education, their social 

interactions, and their role in the educational process (Carreiras & Castro, 2012; Iosifides, 2016). 
Because the study involved young students aged 7 to 12, the interview questions were adapted to their 

developmental level by using simple wording, short questions, concrete examples, and follow-up 

prompts. For students with communication or learning difficulties, the interviewer provided additional 

explanation, allowed more response time, and used supportive prompts to help them express their 

experiences without leading their answers. Interviews with children were conducted in a child-friendly 

manner to reduce anxiety and ensure that participation remained voluntary and 

comfortable.Observations of classroom interactions were also made to supplement the interview data, 

providing further context to the participants' experiences. All interviews were audio-recorded with the 

participants' consent and transcribed verbatim for analysis. 

Data Analysis 

The collected data were analyzed using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), which 

is particularly effective for exploring how individuals make sense of their personal and social worlds. 

The analysis followed a systematic, step-by-step process. Initially, the transcripts were read and re-read 

to immerse in the data. Significant statements that captured the essence of participants' experiences 

were then identified and coded. These initial codes were grouped into broader categories that reflected 

the underlying themes. The themes were then refined to capture the deeper meanings and patterns 

emerging from the data (Daly, 2007; Longhofer et al., 2012). IPA allows for a detailed examination 

of the experiences of individuals within their specific context, ensuring that the data reflect both the 

individual and shared meanings of the phenomenon (Fife, 2020; Kawamura, 2020). NVivo software 

was used to aid in organizing the data and identifying themes, although the emphasis remained on the 

qualitative interpretation of the data. 

 

RESULTS  

Parental Support in Inclusive Education 

The experience of parental involvement in inclusive education was a central theme that emerged 

from the interviews. Parents described their efforts to navigate the complexities of supporting their 

children with special needs within a mainstream educational setting. Many parents emphasized the 
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importance of communication between themselves and the school. For example, one mother shared, "I 

always make sure to meet with the teachers regularly. It’s not just about academics; I want them to 

understand how my child learns differently and what support he needs" (P1). Another parent similarly 

stated, "At home, I repeat what the teacher teaches because my child needs more time. If I do not help, 

he becomes confused and loses confidence" (P3).This direct engagement was seen as critical not only 

in monitoring academic progress but also in advocating for the necessary accommodations that would 

facilitate the child's integration into the classroom. 

However, despite the recognition of the importance of their involvement, parents also reported 

feelings of frustration due to the lack of sufficient resources and understanding from some teachers. 

One father explained, "There are times when I feel the teachers don’t fully understand my son’s 

condition. It's frustrating because I know he could do better if they just knew more about his needs" 

(P2). This concern was also echoed by a teacher, who admitted, "Parents often know the child’s needs 

better than we do, but we do not always have enough training or materials to respond properly" (T4) 

This reflects a common sentiment that while parental involvement is encouraged, the effectiveness of 

such involvement is often hindered by a lack of teacher training and school resources on special 

education needs. 

Parental Support Impacts Inclusive Education 

 

Social Integration and Peer Relationships 

The social integration of students with special needs emerged as another crucial theme. Students 

with special needs frequently experience challenges in forming relationships with their peers, which 

were evident in the data. One student with a hearing impairment shared, "I often feel left out during 

group activities. They don't know how to communicate with me, and sometimes I just watch from the 

sidelines" (S1). This feeling of exclusion was particularly pronounced during non-academic activities, 

such as recess and group work, where social dynamics tend to be more informal. 

However, there were also positive experiences related to peer relationships, especially when 

there was explicit encouragement from teachers and parents. One student reflected, "When the teacher 

makes sure that everyone includes me in the game, I feel happy and part of the group" (S3). These 

moments were vital for the students' social development, as they provided opportunities to build 

friendships and feel a sense of belonging in the school community. 

Teacher Perceptions and Classroom Practices 

Teachers' perceptions of their roles in inclusive education were key to understanding how 

inclusive practices were implemented in the classroom. Many teachers acknowledged the challenges 

they faced in managing a diverse classroom with students of varying abilities. As one teacher stated, 
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"It’s challenging to balance the needs of all students, especially when some of them need so much more 

support. But I believe it’s important to create an environment where everyone can participate" (T1). 

Teachers reported varying levels of preparation and confidence in dealing with special needs 

students. While some teachers felt adequately prepared and trained to accommodate these students, 

others expressed doubts about their ability to meet the needs of students with more complex disabilities. 

As one teacher noted, "I try my best, but sometimes I just don’t know how to help a child who needs 

more than I can give" (T2). This disparity in teacher preparedness highlighted the need for better 

professional development and more systematic support for inclusive education practices. 

Emotional and Academic Impact on Students 

The emotional and academic impact of inclusion on students with special needs was another 

important theme. Many students expressed mixed feelings about their experiences in inclusive 

classrooms. On one hand, the opportunity to learn alongside their peers was seen as motivating. As one 

student explained, "I like being in the same class as everyone else. It makes me feel normal" (S2). 

However, academic challenges also arose, particularly when the curriculum was not sufficiently adapted 

to accommodate different learning needs. 

One teacher noted, "Sometimes, students with special needs can’t keep up with the pace of the 

class, and it frustrates them. This can lead to feelings of inadequacy" (T3). Despite these challenges, 

some students managed to thrive in the inclusive environment, particularly when they received targeted 

support from teachers and classmates. 

The results highlight the complexity of inclusive education for students with special needs, with 

parental support, social integration, and teacher perceptions playing significant roles in shaping 

students' experiences. Across the four themes, evidence from students, parents, and teachers 

consistently shows that inclusive education is most effective when support is collaborative rather than 

isolated. Parents contribute by reinforcing learning and advocating for their children, teachers shape 

participation through classroom strategies and accommodations, and students experience inclusion 

through both academic access and peer acceptance.While there are challenges, particularly in terms of 

social inclusion and teacher preparedness, there are also positive aspects where inclusive practices foster 

a sense of belonging and academic growth. These findings suggest that while inclusive education holds 

promise, there is a need for better support systems for both teachers and students to ensure that the 

potential of inclusive education is fully realized. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Key Findings Summary 

This study revealed that students with special needs experience both challenges and moments 

of inclusion in mainstream classrooms, with their social interactions and emotional well-being being 

central to their academic and personal development. The findings underscore the importance of parental 

involvement and teacher perceptions in shaping students' experiences, and highlight how inclusive 

education can promote a sense of belonging despite social and academic challenges. However, the 

findings also indicate that inclusion cannot be understood merely as physical placement in mainstream 

classrooms; rather, it depends on the quality of teacher preparedness, peer acceptance, and the 

consistency of inclusive practices within the school environment. 

Contribution to the Research Question 

The study contributes significantly to our understanding of the lived experiences of students 

with special needs in inclusive education settings, addressing the gap identified in previous literature. 

By focusing on the subjective experiences of students, this research provides insights into how they 

navigate social interactions with peers, cope with academic expectations, and make sense of their place 

in the classroom (Dash & Mohanta, 2025). The findings demonstrate that while social integration 

remains challenging, positive teacher support and inclusive practices can significantly enhance students' 

sense of belonging and their academic engagement. At the same time, these findings complicate overly 

optimistic accounts of inclusive education that assume mainstream placement automatically leads to 
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participation and acceptance. In contrast, this study shows that students' experiences of inclusion are 

uneven and often depend on whether teachers are sufficiently prepared to adapt instruction and whether 

peers are encouraged to build supportive relationships.This deeper understanding answers the research 

question regarding how students with special needs perceive and experience inclusive education, 

emphasizing the emotional and social aspects that are often overlooked in traditional educational 

assessments. 

Relation to Previous Literature and Theory 

The findings align with Vygotsky's social constructivism, which emphasizes the role of social 

interactions in cognitive development, particularly within the context of learning in inclusive 

classrooms (K M et al., 2025). The positive experiences of students when teachers actively foster 

inclusivity echo the importance of the "scaffolding" process described by Vygotsky, where teachers 

provide the necessary support to help students progress within their zone of proximal development. 

However, this study also highlights the limitations of inclusive education as described in previous 

research, particularly regarding the lack of sufficient training and resources for teachers, which can 

hinder the effectiveness of inclusive practices (Khandal et al., 2023). Moreover, the feelings of 

exclusion reported by some students are consistent with earlier studies that highlight the emotional and 

social challenges faced by students with special needs in mainstream classrooms (Rodrigues & Ciscato, 

2025). These findings complement existing research, showing that while inclusive education has 

potential, it requires a more nuanced approach that addresses both academic and social dimensions of 

inclusion. 

Implications of the Findings 

The findings of this study carry both theoretical and practical implications for the field of 

inclusive education (Coe et al., 2025). From a theoretical perspective, the research deepens our 

understanding of the social and emotional dimensions of inclusion, highlighting the complex ways in 

which students with special needs interact with their peers and teachers. The importance of fostering a 

supportive environment in inclusive classrooms, as highlighted in the findings, suggests that teacher 

training and school culture must prioritize both academic and social aspects of inclusion. From a 

practical standpoint, these findings underscore the need for educational institutions to implement 

targeted interventions that promote social integration, such as peer mentoring programs or social skills 

workshops, to ensure that students with special needs feel included both academically and socially 

(Nascimento et al., 2025). Additionally, the involvement of parents as key stakeholders is critical in 

bridging gaps between home and school, suggesting that schools should encourage stronger 

collaboration with families to enhance the overall educational experience of these students. 

Limitations of the Study 

While this study provides valuable insights into the experiences of students with special needs 

in inclusive classrooms, it also has several limitations (Kiliç & Jacquet, 2025). One limitation is the 

sample size, as the study focused on a small group of participants from a specific geographical area. 

This limits the generalizability of the findings to broader populations, particularly in different cultural 

or educational contexts. Additionally, the qualitative nature of the study means that the findings are 

based on the subjective experiences of a relatively small group of individuals, which may not fully 

represent the diversity of experiences within inclusive education settings (Abdul Majeed & 

Ilankumaran, 2025). Another limitation lies in the self-reporting nature of the data, which is subject to 

bias, particularly in participants' perceptions of their social interactions and inclusion. Future research 

could address these limitations by expanding the sample size, incorporating multiple educational 

settings, and using mixed methods to provide a more comprehensive view of the phenomenon. 

Prospective Directions for Future Research 

The findings of this study open several avenues for future research in the field of inclusive 

education. One important direction is the exploration of longitudinal studies that track the experiences 

of students with special needs over time, assessing how their perceptions of inclusion evolve as they 

progress through different educational stages (Kontak et al., 2025). Furthermore, research could focus 

on the intersectionality of inclusion, examining how factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, or 

https://journals.ai-mrc.com/servina


Servina: Jurnal Pengabdian kepada Masyarakat 
Vol. 2 No. 2 Juni 2026 

 

Journal Homepage : https://journals.ai-mrc.com/servina  597 
 

cultural background influence students' experiences in inclusive classrooms. Additionally, there is a 

need for studies that examine the impact of teacher professional development on the effectiveness of 

inclusive practices, particularly in fostering social integration (Wang et al., 2025). Future studies should 

also engage more directly with contrasting models of inclusive education by comparing contexts where 

inclusion is supported by strong teacher training and structured peer interaction with contexts where 

inclusion remains largely policy-driven or symbolic.Future studies could also explore the role of 

technology in promoting social inclusion, particularly in virtual or hybrid learning environments. These 

potential areas for further investigation can significantly contribute to the development of more 

effective and inclusive educational practices. 

 

CONCLUSION  

This study explored the lived experiences of students with special needs in inclusive education 

settings, with a focus on how they perceive their social interactions, academic challenges, and sense of 

belonging. The findings reveal that while students with special needs face significant social integration 

challenges, teacher support and parental involvement can greatly enhance their experience in inclusive 

classrooms. This research provides valuable insights into the emotional and social dimensions of 

inclusion, addressing gaps in previous studies that primarily focused on academic outcomes. By 

emphasizing the importance of inclusive practices that promote both academic and social integration, 

this study contributes to the broader understanding of inclusive education. The findings have important 

implications for inclusive classroom practice. Teachers should move beyond academic accommodation 

alone and actively facilitate positive peer interactions, collaborative learning opportunities, and 

classroom activities that foster a sense of belonging among students with special needs. Schools should 

also strengthen partnerships with parents through regular communication and collaborative support 

strategies to ensure that students receive consistent assistance across home and school environments. 

In addition, the study highlights the need for targeted teacher professional development 

programs that focus on inclusive pedagogies, differentiated instruction, classroom management in 

diverse learning environments, and strategies for supporting the social-emotional well-being of students 

with special needs. Professional development should also equip teachers with practical skills to identify 

barriers to participation, respond to diverse learner needs, and create classroom cultures that value 

diversity and inclusion. Future research could explore the long-term effects of inclusive education on 

students' social and emotional development, and further investigate the role of teacher professional 

development in fostering inclusive environments. Ultimately, this study highlights the need for a more 

holistic approach to inclusion that considers the unique experiences of students with special needs. 
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