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Abstract

Special educators play a critical role in supporting children with diverse learning, behavioural,
and mental health needs, yet their professional experiences remain underexplored,
particularly in the Indian context. This systematic literature review aims to synthesize existing
empirical evidence on the lived experiences and challenges faced by special educators in
India. Using the peer-reviewed articles and reports published between 2020 and 2025 were
identified from databases including Scopus, J Story. The reviewed studies reveal that special
educators encounter multifaceted challenges such as inadequate institutional and policy
support, limited access to teaching resources, insufficient professional training, and high
emotional and occupational stress. The findings also highlight persistent systemic barriers
such as social stigma toward disabilities, lack of inclusive infrastructure, and limited parental
cooperation that further intensify their workload and affect job satisfaction. Despite these
obstacles, the review identifies themes of resilience, adaptability, and innovation among
educators who employ creative pedagogical and counselling strategies to meet the diverse
needs of their students. The paper concludes by emphasizing the need for structured
professional development, psychosocial support systems, and inclusive policy reforms to
strengthen the capacity and wellbeing of special educators in India.
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Introduction

Special education forms a foundational pillar of India’s commitment to equitable and inclusive
education. Recent estimates suggest that nearly 7.8 million children in India live with disabilities
(UNICEF, 2021), although actual figures may be higher due to underreporting and social stigma.
Despite progressive legislative measures such as the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act (2016) and
the National Education Policy (2020), children with disabilities continue to face significant barriers in
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accessing meaningful learning opportunities. Special educators play a pivotal role in bridging this gap
by addressing the academic, behavioural, and socio-emotional needs of students with diverse
disabilities (Sharma & Sahni, 2019).

However, their lived experiences reflect a complex interplay of emotional labour, inadequate
institutional support, and structural constraints. Many special educators report overwhelming
workloads, insufficient teaching resources, precarious contractual employment, and a lack of
collaboration with mainstream teachers (Kumar & Prakash, 2020). These conditions profoundly shape
both their professional identity and personal well-being. Globally, similar challenges are highlighted,
with studies reporting high rates of burnout, role conflict, and limited opportunities for professional
development among special educators (Westwood, 2018). In the Indian context, these challenges are
amplified by vast resource disparities between urban and rural areas, persistent cultural stigma
surrounding disability, and glaring gaps between policy intent and classroom realities.

A systematic review is therefore essential to synthesize existing knowledge and present a
comprehensive understanding of the lived experiences and professional challenges of special
educators in India. This review focuses on literature published between 2015 and 2025 to capture the
contemporary landscape following the implementation of key national policies.

Research Questions

The review was guided by the following research questions:

1. Among special educators in India (P), what lived experiences (I) are reported in qualitative studies
(C) that describe their personal and professional realities (0)?

2. For special educators in India (P), what workplace and professional challenges (I) are documented
in existing research (C) and how do these challenges influence their professional practice (0)?

3. Among special educators in India (P), what factors (I) influence their motivation, stress levels, and
overall well-being (O) according to empirical evidence (C)?

Methodology

A systematic literature review approach was adopted using the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) framework to identify, screen, and synthesize
relevant literature published between January 2015 and December 2025. This timeframe was chosen
to analyse the state of special education in the context of recent policy reforms.

Search Strategy and Data Sources

Comprehensive searches were conducted in two major academic databases: Scopus and JSTOR. These
databases were selected for their extensive coverage of social sciences, education, and medical
literature. The search strategy employed a combination of keywords
andBooleanoperators,including:(TITLE-ABS-

KEY ( lived AND experience AND challenges) AND TITLE-ABS-
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KEY ( special AND educator ) ) AND ( LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA, "SOCI")) AND (LIMIT-
TO (DOCTYPE, "ar")) AND ( LIMIT-TO (LANGUAGE , "English"))

Study Selection and Eligibility Criteria

The review included empirical studies (qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods) that focused
specifically on the experiences, challenges, and well-being of special educators working in India.
Inclusion criteria were: (1) published in English between 2015-2025; (2) focused on K-12 special
educators in India; and (3) reported on professional challenges, lived experiences, or factors affecting
well-being. Exclusion criteria included: (1) studies on pre-service teachers; (2) opinion pieces,
editorials, or non-empirical articles; and (3) studies conducted outside of India. The initial search
yielded 38,523 records. After removing duplicates and screening titles and abstracts, the full texts of
the remaining articles were assessed, resulting in a final selection of 63 studies.

Table 4.1: Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria

Criterion Acceptance Rejection

Year of publication Publication of journal articles | Publication before 2015.
within the last five years (2015
to 2025).

Language. English. Malay, Indonesian, Chinese,

and other languages

Type of reference material. Journal articles. Theses, proceedings, papers,
and books
Field of journal article study The field of special education | Any field apart from the field of
services special education in the school
context.

The selection for this study is the PRISMA 2020 flow diagram, which illustrates the systematic process
of identifying, screening, and including relevant studies. This model ensures transparency and
replicability in the literature review process.

Inclusion Criteria: The channeling of the results to the final sample was carried out based on the
PRISMA protocol. The first inclusion criterion was the articles were published within the time frame
from 2015 to 2025. The next inclusion was that the articles were in English. Other than that, the search
was limited to only full text, scholarly and peer-reviewed articles.

Exclusion Criteria: The exclusion criterion were conferences, and books. Publications not relevant to
the context of teaching strategies and special education, not written in English, and published before
the year 2015 were all excluded.

Conducting the Review: There were a total of 11,872 articles were found by searching “special
education", "teaching strategies", and "face-to-face lessons” consisting of 2490 articles from Scopus
and 9382 from J Story, 155 articles from Google Scholar, and 164 articles from Scopus. The PRISMA
flowchart depicts the input and output criteria. These were read, and after assessing for eligibility, the
total of 63 studies were finalised to be of sufficient quality to be included in the review including 59

from Scopus and 4 studies from J Story.
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Results

The analysis of the 63 included studies reveals key trends in the research landscape concerning special
educators in India from 2015 to 2025. The thematic analysis of the literature identified several
recurring themes, which are discussed in subsequent sections. First, we present the demographic data
of the included literature to contextualize the research output.

Chart 5.1: PRISMA Flowchart

Records identified from:
Databases scopus(n =16,271 )
J stor(n=22,252)

Records excluded
(n =22,268)
(n,scopus= 9398) (n.Jdstor= 12870)

Total recordi(N = 38,523)

A4

Records screened
Only Articles from the databases

(n,scopus-2490)(n,J Stor-9,382)
N=11,872

Reports Excluded

Articles from 2015 to 2025: (n=7768: n

scopus=5060, n J stor =2708)

Articles from language: (n= 5046: n
scopus= 2349, n Jstor=2697)
| | Articles from source title: (n=13,762: n
scopus=6302, n J stor =7460)
Reports were screened for Total articles removed=26,576
duplicates Scopus=13,702 J stor=12,865

(n = 26,579)

Reports excluded:
Duplicates (n =02 )
Irrelevant (n =01 )

Reports of included studies
(N = 59+4)
Scopus=59 J store=4
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Demographics of Included Literature

The distribution of publications over the last decade shows a significant upward trend, particularly
after the enactment of the RPwD Act in 2016 . This suggests a growing academic and policy interest in
the field. The research is led by a concentrated group of authors and institutions, indicating the
presence of specialized research hubs within India.

Figure 6.1: Number of documents published per year (2015-2025). A notable increase in
research is observed post-2016. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V.
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Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. Scopus® is a registered trademark of Elsevier B.V.

Figure 6.2: Top contributing authors in the field. The chart highlights a core group of
researchers driving the discourse. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V.

ISBN code 978-93-83302-80-2 Page |5



i
sdmimd
Shri Dharmasthala Manjunatheshwara Institute for Management Development, Mysuru, India
13th International Conference on “HR 5.0: The Human-Centric Future of Work?”,
on 18 and 19 December 2025

Documents by author Scopus

Compare the document counts for up to 15 authors.

Bettini, E.
Boveda, M.
Brownell, M.T.
Common, E.A.
Fogle, K.C.
Hirsch, S E.
Hoover, J.J.
Lane, K.L.

Leko, M.M.

Mathews, H.M.

o
o
i
]
o
o
°
~
)
&
-
i
]

1.5 1.75

Documents
Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved. Scopus® is a registered trademark of Elsevier B.V.

N
N
N
a
N
]
N
~N
a
w
w
N
]

The concentration of research is further evidenced by the institutional affiliations of the authors. A
few key universities and research institutes are at the forefront of generating knowledge in this area,
suggesting that expertise and resources may be clustered in specific academic centers.

Figure 6.3: Leading institutional affiliations of authors. Research is concentrated in a few
key universities and research institutes. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V
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Figure 6.4: Research output by country/territory. While India leads, international
collaboration is limited. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V
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Figure 6.5: Documents by funding sponsor. A significant portion of research appears to be
unfunded or funded by internal university grants. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V.
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Figure 6.6: Documents by subject area. A significant portion of research appears to be
social science than others. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V.
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Figure 7: Documents by subject area. A significant portion of research appears to be social science than
others

. Copyright © 2025 Elsevier B.V.

Thematic Findings: Lived Experiences and Challenges

The thematic analysis of the 63 selected studies revealed several recurring themes that characterize
the lived experiences and professional challenges of special educators in India. These themes are
broadly categorized into (1) Systemic and Infrastructural Challenges, and (2) Professional and
Emotional Well-being.

Systemic and Infrastructural Challenges

A predominant theme across the literature is the severe lack of adequate infrastructure and teaching
resources. Many educators reported working in schools with no ramps, inaccessible toilets, or poorly
designed classrooms that hinder student mobility and participation. Furthermore, a critical shortage
of assistive technologies, such as screen readers, hearing aids, and specialized learning materials, was
frequently cited (Sharma & Sahni, 2019). This resource scarcity forces educators to spend significant
time and personal funds creating their own teaching aids, thereby increasing their workload and
limiting the effectiveness of their instruction. The gap between urban and rural schools was
particularly stark, with rural educators facing the most profound resource deficits.

Special educators consistently reported being overwhelmed by administrative duties. Heavy
documentation requirements, including the preparation of Individualized Education Plans (IEPs),
progress reports, and compliance paperwork, consume a substantial portion of their time, detracting
from direct instruction and student interaction. This issue is compounded by what many describe as a
significant "policy-practice gap." While policies like the RPwD Act (2016) mandate inclusive practices,
their implementation on the ground is often hampered by bureaucratic inertia, lack of funding, and
insufficient institutional will. Educators feel caught between the high ideals of policy and the harsh
realities of their under-resourced classrooms.
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Professional and Emotional Well-being

Emotional labour emerges as a prominent theme in the lived experiences of special educators. They
are required to manage not only their own emotions but also the complex emotional and behavioural
needs of their students. This constant emotional regulation, coupled with high workloads and
institutional pressures, leads to significant stress, fatigue, and burnout (Kumar & Prakash, 2020).
Educators described feeling emotionally drained, isolated, and unappreciated. The intensity of this
labour is particularly high for those working with students with severe and multiple disabilities, where
progress can be slow and setbacks are common.

Beyond institutional challenges, special educators frequently encounter attitudinal barriers. Many
reported a lack of respect and understanding from mainstream teachers, who often view special
education as separate from and subordinate to general education. This leads to poor collaboration and
the isolation of special educators within the school community. Some educators also faced resistance
or unrealistic expectations from parents. Furthermore, broader societal stigma against disability can
create a challenging environment for both educators and their students.

Despite the myriad challenges, the studies also revealed powerful sources of motivation. The most
frequently cited motivator was the intrinsic reward derived from witnessing student progress. Small
achievements provide immense satisfaction and reinforce their commitment. This intrinsic motivation
appears to be a critical factor in their resilience.

Discussion

The findings of this systematic review paint a complex picture of the special education landscape in
India. On one hand, there is a dedicated and resilient workforce driven by a profound sense of purpose.
On the other, these educators are constrained by a system fraught with infrastructural deficits,
bureaucratic hurdles, and a lack of professional support. The challenges identified in the Indian
context—inadequate resources, high workload, emotional burnout, and lack of professional
recognition—are not unique and echo global research trends (Westwood, 2018). However, they are
exacerbated in India by the scale of the population, socio-economic disparities, and the persistent gap
between ambitious national policies and their grassroots-level implementation.

The mismatch between the progressive vision of the National Education Policy (2020), which
champions full inclusion, and the on-the-ground reality reported by educators is a critical point of
tension. Policies that are not backed by adequate financial investment, teacher training, and systemic
support risk remaining symbolic gestures. As the data on funding sponsors suggests (Figure 6), a lack
of dedicated external funding for research may mirror a broader lack of investment in the sector itself,
forcing institutions and individuals to bear the costs.

The prevalence of contractual employment, as highlighted in the literature, is a major systemic failure
that de-professionalizes the role of special educators and actively contributes to high attrition rates
(Kumar & Prakash, 2020). Without a stable, respected, and well-supported cadre of special educators,
the national goal of inclusive education for all children with disabilities, as mandated by the RPwD Act
(2016), remains unattainable.

Furthermore, the emotional toll on educators cannot be overstated. The concept of "emotional labor"
is central to understanding their experience. The daily work of supporting students with complex
needs, navigating parental anxieties, and battling institutional indifference requires immense
emotional resilience. When this labor goes unacknowledged and unsupported, it inevitably
leads to burnout, which not only affects the educator's well-being but also diminishes the
ISBN code 978-93-83302-80-2 Page |9
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quality of education provided to vulnerable children (UNICEF, 2021). Addressing the emotional
and psychological needs of educators is therefore not just a matter of teacher welfare, but a
prerequisite for a functional and effective special education system.

Recommendations

This systematic review highlights the multifaceted experiences of special educators in India,
underscoring their crucial role as well as the significant systemic barriers they face. While driven by
intrinsic motivation and a commitment to their students, their effectiveness and well-being are
undermined by inadequate infrastructure, heavy administrative loads, job precarity, and significant
emotional labor. To truly realize the vision of inclusive education enshrined in national policy, a
concerted and multi-pronged effort is required to support these frontline professionals.

Based on the findings, this review proposes the following recommendations

Strengthen Policy Implementation and Funding

Governments at the central and state levels must allocate dedicated and sufficient funding to ensure
that schools are equipped with necessary infrastructure, assistive technologies, and teaching materials
as mandated by the RPwD Act (2016).

Improve Employment Conditions:

A shift from contractual appointments to permanent staffing is critical. Providing job security,
competitive salaries, and benefits will enhance morale, attract talent, and reduce attrition.

Invest in Continuous Professional Development:

Develop and implement structured, ongoing training programs that are context-specific and address
the diverse needs of students with disabilities. This should include mentorship programs and peer
support networks.

Provide Institutional and Emotional Support:

Schools and educational authorities must create formal support systems, including access to
counseling and mental health services, to help educators manage stress and emotional labor.

Conclusion

Fostering a culture of respect and collaboration between mainstream and special educators is also
essential. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to track the career trajectories and well-
being of special educators over time. Additionally, region-specific and disability-specific analyses are
needed to develop more nuanced and targeted interventions. By investing in its special educators,
India can take a significant step toward building a truly inclusive and equitable education system for
all its children.
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