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Abstract: Inclusive education recognizes the diverse needs of students and ensures that each student is
provided with equal opportunities to learn and succeed. The Dubai government has implemented an inclusive
education policy aimed at promoting equity and inclusivity in schools. This study aimed to investigate school
leaders' understanding, implementation, and perspectives on the Dubai Inclusive Education Policy Framework
(DIEPF). To gather data, a qualitative research study was conducted using semi-structured interviews with ten
school leaders from private schools located in Dubai, United Arab Emirates (UAE). The findings show that
school leaders have a strong understanding of the policy and deem it to be significant. The study also found
evidence of effective strategies implemented by school leaders to promote inclusive education. However, there
are challenges in the UAE that resonate with those worldwide such as inadequate funding, high student-
teacher ratios, shortage of specialized staff, and limited training opportunities for teachers. These findings
emphasize the significance of ongoing professional development and training of educators who are involved
in inclusive education. Implications for practice and suggestions for future research are provided.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, inclusive education has gained significant attention among educators and
policymakers worldwide [1,2]. Moreover, the philosophy of inclusive education acknowledges the
significance of granting every student access to high-quality education, irrespective of their abilities,
race, gender, religion, or social status. At its core, inclusive education aims to provide equal
opportunities for every student to learn and succeed in the school environment [3,4]. However, it is
important to emphasize that inclusive education is not just about placing learners with disabilities in
ordinary public schools [5]. It includes considering various aspects of education such as assessment,
access, support, resources, and leadership. Furthermore, the implementation of inclusive education
continues to present challenges, particularly in terms of developing an appropriate curriculum and
environment based on implementing such policy for learners with Special Educational Needs (SEN).
School leaders play a crucial role in the successful implementation of inclusive education policies.
Furthermore, school leaders play a key role in promoting collaboration and communication among
teachers, parents, and other stakeholders to ensure the cohesive implementation of inclusive
education policies in schools.

Inclusive education necessitates that schools welcome diversity and offer personalized
assistance to students to help them reach their maximum potential [6,7]. Inclusive education is
founded on the principles of equity, diversity, and personalized support. To achieve this, schools are
required to adopt a student-centered approach that recognizes and caters to the diverse needs of
students [8]. Additionally, a recent study highlights the significance of comprehending and executing
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inclusive education policies [9]. Policymakers must consider the viewpoints of school leaders and
educators to develop effective policies.

The importance of inclusive education has been recognized by the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)
due to its crucial role in promoting social and economic development [10,11]. Many countries,
including the United Arab Emirates (UAE), have pledged to support the integration of individuals
with disabilities into society by implementing inclusive education policies. This global initiative aims
to ensure that everyone has equal access to education. The UAE has taken steps to fulfill this
commitment by implementing policies and mechanisms that promote inclusive education practices
and enhance equal access [12,13]. In this regard, the UAE demonstrated its commitment to people
with disabilities in 2010 by ratifying and adopting the UNCRPD [13]. Therefore, the education system
in the UAE expects schools to provide inclusive education, ensuring that all students have equal
opportunities to participate, achieve, and be valued.

1.1. Research Context

In 2006, the UAE government launched the "School for All" program under Federal Law No. 29.
This program was introduced to promote inclusive education and ensure that learners with
disabilities, referred to as "students of determination," have equal access to educational opportunities
in all public, private, and other educational institutions in the UAE [14]. The UAE is dedicated to
establishing an education system that is inclusive and welcomes all students, including those with
disabilities, to ensure equal access to high-quality education [13,15]. Inclusive education is an ongoing
process that involves the evaluation, planning, and implementation of actions, while monitoring and
reviewing their effectiveness. This process is facilitated by forming partnerships and collective efforts
to create self-sufficient, productive, and fulfilled individuals, as well as harmonious societies [13].
The UAE has made significant progress in promoting inclusion, especially for students with SEN.
This was accomplished through the implementation of legislation and policies aimed at providing
equal learning opportunities for all children. In Dubai, students who have learning disorders or
impairments that affect their ability to learn receive special attention under the Dubai Inclusive
Education Policy Framework (DIEPF) issued by the KHDA.

The DIEPF policy aims to promote inclusivity and equity in schools by offering guidelines and
strategies for establishing an inclusive learning environment that caters to the needs of all students.
However, the successful implementation of the policy depends on the support of all stakeholders,
including school leaders, teachers, families, therapists, and medical professionals. Therefore, the
primary research question of this study is to investigate how school leaders comprehend and execute
the DIEPF as well as their viewpoints on its efficacy in fostering inclusivity and equity in schools.
This study aims to investigate school leaders' understanding, utilization, and perspectives regarding
the DIEPF. By examining the perspectives of school leaders, this study seeks to make a valuable
contribution to the continuous efforts to enhance inclusive education practices in the UAE and other
regions.

In recent years, the Dubai government has enacted several laws with the aim of promoting the
inclusion of individuals with disabilities in the private education sector [16,17]. The Dubai Law No.
2 of 2014 and Executive Council Resolution No. 2 of 2017 were enacted to safeguard the rights of
individuals with disabilities and guarantee equal access to education. To comply with local laws and
regulations, the DIEPF was introduced in 2017 [13].

1.2. The Policy Framework

The framework defines inclusive education as the development of attitudes, behaviors, systems,
and beliefs that promote inclusivity as a norm underlying school culture and reflected in the daily
lives of the school community [13]. The document outlines ten standards and corresponding actions
that educational institutions must take to ensure the inclusion of students with disabilities. Dubai's
educational institutions are expected to enhance their inclusive education programs and services by
following the DIEPF standards [13]. The standards cover various areas, including leadership, support
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systems, fostering a culture of inclusion, and allocating resources for inclusive education. To ensure
successful implementation, the DIEPF recommends that institutions establish monitoring
mechanisms to assess the quality and effectiveness of their efforts [13]. The present study focuses on
the eight standards of the DIEPF that cover areas such as leadership, support systems, fostering a
culture of inclusion, and resourcing for inclusive education [13]. The study aims to contribute to
enhancing programs and services related to inclusive education in Dubai's education system.

The KHDA emphasizes the importance of serving students with SEN in inclusive learning
environments [13]. These environments are inclusive educational settings where students with
diverse backgrounds and abilities learn together. By prioritizing the implementation of the DIEPF
standards and serving students with disabilities in Community Learning Centers (CLEs), educational
institutions in Dubai can create an inclusive environment that promotes equal access to education for
all learners. Overall, the DIEPF provides a comprehensive framework for inclusive education in
Dubai. By examining the perspectives and experiences of school leaders in implementing the DIEPF
standards, the study will provide insights that could inform policy and decision-making surrounding
inclusive education practices in Dubai's education system. To achieve this aim, the study sought to
answer the following research questions: (1) how do school leaders understand DIEPF, and why do
they consider it important? (2) what strategies have school leaders implemented to promote inclusive
education, and how effective have these strategies proven to be?; and (3) what challenges do school
leaders face in implementing DIEPF and how can these challenges be addressed to improve policy
implementation?

2. Literature Review

Several quantitative studies have investigated inclusive education practices from the perspective
of teachers in the UAE [14,18-22]. However, only two qualitative studies have examined school
principals' perceptions of inclusive education [15,23]. However, to date, no study has explored school
leaders' understanding, usage, and perspectives of DIEPF. Therefore, this study aims to fill this gap
in the existing evidence and provide guidance for future inclusive education policy implementation.

School leaders play a critical role in making decisions for students with SEN. However, their
decisions may not always align with research-based practices or educational policies, leading to
potential inequities in educational opportunities for these students [24-29]. To ensure that school
leaders are well-informed about research-based practices and educational policies, it is essential to
investigate their understanding, utilization, and perspectives of policies such as the DIEPF [24,26,29].
Creating an inclusive learning environment that supports the needs of all students is critical, and the
role of school leaders is pivotal in achieving this goal [30]. School leaders play a central role in creating
a school culture that supports inclusive education by developing a shared vision, which is a critical
factor in successful implementation [31,32]. Enlightened, creative, inspiring, and skilled school
leaders are essential for successful inclusion [33]. Transformational leaders who possess specific skills
and traits, such as the ability to simplify complex concepts, motivate others, demonstrate
determination, and foster innovation, are essential for promoting inclusive education [34].

In the UAE, previous research has examined different aspects of inclusion, including inclusive
practices in schools and various issues related to inclusion [19,21,35]. However, the role of school
principals in creating and promoting inclusive schools has been under-researched. To address this
gap, researchers in the UAE conducted a study to investigate the role of school principals in
promoting inclusive schools [15]. Their findings emphasized the crucial role of principals in creating
effective inclusive practices and promoting awareness of inclusive education. The study
recommended implementing systematic professional development programs to increase principals'
awareness of inclusive education and its implementation in schools. Similarly, a recent study
explored the leadership practices associated with implementing DIEPF in schools [23]. The study
findings offered valuable insights into effective leadership practices for implementing inclusive
education policies. This includes recognizing the importance of organizational and administrative
dimensions, addressing practical problems faced by parents and schools, and expanding community
partnerships and engagement.
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Overall, it is essential to investigate school leaders' understanding, utilization, and perspectives
of inclusive education policies, such as the DIEPF, to ensure their effective implementation. By
examining the perspectives and experiences of school leaders in implementing DIEPF standards, the
present study will contribute to the ongoing efforts to enhance inclusive education practices in
Dubeai's education system. Moreover, it will provide insights that could inform policies and decision-
making to improve inclusive education practices within Dubai's education system.

3. Methods

A qualitative research methodology was employed, utilizing individual interviews and reflexive
thematic analysis to investigate school leaders' perceptions and experiences regarding the
comprehension, execution, and utilization of the Dubai Inclusive Education Policy [36]. Our study
followed the Consolidated Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) guidelines for
reporting. The Human Research Ethics Committee at the university of the first author approved this
study.

School leaders who held recognized leadership positions, such as principal or assistant principal,
and were responsible for managing and administering the DIEPF at their respective private inclusive
or mainstream schools in Dubai were eligible to participate in this study. To take part in this study,
the participant schools had to enroll primary-aged students with disabilities. In compliance with the
KHDA, the authors identified a pool of eligible schools (more than what was required for the final
sample) to minimize selection bias. A total of 15 private schools in Dubai that promote inclusivity
were invited to participate in the study. Eleven schools agreed to participate, but one school declined
due to unavailability of participants during the study. Interviews lasting between 60 and 90 minutes
were conducted individually with seven principals and three assistant principals from ten private
schools. Of the ten interviewees, seven were female, and three were male. Three of the interviewees
held a Ph.D., while four had a master’s degree, and the remaining three had a bachelor's degree. All
interviewees had between 11 and 15 years of experience and had been in their current roles for a
period ranging from 11 months to 13 years. They represented private schools with American
curriculum (n=5), British curriculum (n=3), and International Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum (n=2).
These schools enrolled between 550 to 1000 students.

The first author contacted the potential study participants via email, provided them with study
details in the participant information letter and consent form, and confirmed that the research had
been approved by their university affiliation. Participants were recruited between September and
November 2022 using non-probabilistic purposive sampling to select individuals with relevant
experience, to obtain rich and in-depth information [37]. Interested individuals were invited to
participate in the study by contacting the researchers directly. Semi-structured interviews were
utilized to gather comprehensive data on participants' relevant experiences and perceptions. These
interviews were conducted online using Microsoft Teams and were facilitated by a second researcher
under the supervision of an experienced qualitative researcher. Prior to each interview, participants
were given both written and verbal information about their right to withdraw from the study. They
were also asked to provide their consent to participate. Before the interviews, participants were given
the opportunity to provide demographic information about their school and experience through self-
report surveys.

To ensure consistency and establish a connection with the participants, we created an interview
guide that drew from current literature. The guide was refined after pilot testing and receiving
feedback from four experienced master’s degree students enrolled in an Education Leadership
program. Their input helped to enhance the clarity of the questions. The final protocol covered
several topics, including the participants' interpretation and understanding of the policy, their
adherence to policy standards, the practices employed during policy implementation, and the
enablers and barriers to successful implementation. All interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed
word-for-word, and de-identified to ensure the confidentiality of the participants.

Reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyze the qualitative data and generate central
organizational themes [36]. This approach is flexible and reflects the values of qualitative designs,
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incorporating researcher subjectivity, recursive coding processes, and thoughtful engagement with
data [36]. The first and second researchers familiarized themselves with the dataset by thoroughly
reading and analyzing the interview transcripts. Researchers generated codes independently using
an inductive approach, where coding and theme development were directed by the content of the
data [36]. Similar codes were grouped together based on their shared meanings to form potential
themes. Thematic mapping has been used to visually explore candidate themes, consider connections,
and refine themes [38]. During the final analysis stage, the researchers developed the central
organizing themes that were ultimately used. This was a recursive process, involving iterative
movements between the steps to ensure that all coded data for each theme were related to a central
organizing concept that captured the essence of the dataset [36].

To enhance credibility and foster a nuanced interpretation of the data, two researchers were
involved in the analysis process rather than simply seeking consensus [36]. An audit trail, field notes,
and reflective journals were utilized to ensure reliable and transparent decision-making throughout
the analysis process. To ensure confirmability, member checking was conducted by sending the
participants' transcripts via email and requesting feedback [39]. This approach allowed participants
to review their transcripts and offer insights on the analysis, thereby enhancing the credibility of the
findings.

3. Results

Following a careful review of the study findings, three central organizing themes emerged,
namely: (1) Understanding the importance of the policy; (2) Strategies implemented to promote
inclusive education; (3) Challenges faced in implementing the policy.

3.1. Theme 1: Understanding the Importance of the Policy

The DIEPF aims to ensure that all schools are inclusive and provides guidelines and standards
for improving inclusive education provision [13,40]. Understanding the participants' knowledge and
comprehension of the procedures and standards required for enhancing inclusive education
provision is crucial to comprehend how the policy was executed (Figure 1).

Importance of Inclusive Policy
Guidelines for Inclusive *  Equal opportunities for all
Education ) Students to Succeed
*  Accommodations *  Providing accommodations and
*  Resources, and teacher training support
for inclusive education success + Ensuring high-quality education
*  Promoting a culture of * Encouraging an inclusive
diversity culture
*  Ongoing professional *  Embracing Diversity in Schools
development for teachers
Understanding
and Importance
of the Policy

Management and Organizational

Effective Policy Implementation Dynamics in Policy

«  Establishing a shared vision and Implemen_tauon ) . .
Lo * Inclusionhead's role inpolicy
commitment .. ’
* Developing clear policies and provision
ping potict Leading and coordinating
procedures

policy implementation
Collaborating with stakeholders

*  Monitoring and evaluating
effectiveness

* Fosteringa culture of
continuous improvement

Figure 1. Understanding the importance of the policy.

The study participants shared their understanding and perspective on the significance of the
DIEPFE. According to the interviewees, the policy was viewed as a positive measure towards
establishing an inclusive education system that accommodated the requirements of all students,
including those with SEN. The participants agreed that the policy provided guidelines and strategies
for creating an inclusive learning environment. This includes providing appropriate


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202401.0470.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 5 January 2024

do0i:10.20944/preprints202401.0470.v1

accommodations, resources, and teacher training, which are crucial to the success of inclusive
education. One interviewee reported:

“Our school follows a continuous cycle of identifying, assessing, planning, teaching, and making
provisions that take into account the individual needs of students”.

All participants believed in the importance of the policy and its potential to enhance the
educational outcomes for all students. They emphasized the importance of schools embracing
diversity and ensuring that all students are provided with equal opportunities to learn and succeed
by implementing inclusive processes. One interviewee reported:

“We follow specific steps to ensure inclusion, including the following: 1. Identification 2. Referral
3. Observation 4. "Team Meeting 5, Support 6, Review”.

This theme emphasizes the significance of management and organizational dynamics in the
successful implementation of policies. The participants highlighted the crucial role of inclusion
coordinators in the school's policy provision. The coordinator works with the principal and heads of
the school to determine the strategic development of the policy and oversees the day-to-day
implementation of the school's special education needs policy. One participant indicated that he or
she frequently reviewed the DIEPF in consultation with the senior management and leadership team.
Additionally, school practices were characterized by promoting a culture of diversity and inclusion
among both students and staff. The schools offered a range of resources such as training programs,
technological tools, and materials to enhance and support diversity and inclusion initiatives
throughout their campuses. Participants emphasized the importance of leadership, planning,
organization, and control in effectively implementing the policy to ensure that every student is given
equal opportunities to succeed in both school and life.

3.2. Theme 2: Strategies Implemented to Promote Inclusive Education

The participants discussed various strategies they had implemented to promote inclusive
education in their schools. These strategies include identification and referral, staff training, and
curriculum modifications. Participants also emphasized the importance of involving parents and
students in the process of creating an inclusive school environment (Figure 2).

Identification and Support

¢ Methods for identifying
students with SEN: admission,
classroom concerns, and
screening

« Identification for disabilities, at-
risk, gifted, and talented
students

*  Early support through
admission and progress
monitoring

Involving Parents and Students

Staff Training and Curriculum

Modifications

*+  Training for staff working with
students with SEN
Curriculum design to meet
individualized learning needs

+  Assistive technology to support
curriculum modifications

Strategies

Implemented to
Promote Inclusive
Education

Listen to needs and concerns of
parents and students
Collaborate to createan
inclusive school environment
Keep parents informed and
provide support, advice, and
training

Include parents in team
meetings for inclusive
education

Figure 2. Strategies implemented to promote inclusive education.

The participants emphasized the significance of identifying students with SEN to promote
inclusive education and provide the necessary support. They unanimously agreed on three primary
methods for identifying students with SEN: (1) during admission through parent referral or
identification by a teacher, (2) identification in class based on academic or behavioral concerns, and
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(3) identification through screening, such as the Cognitive Abilities Test 4th edition (CAT4), Group
Learning Assessment (GLA), and Screening Checklists.
According to one participant:

“Our school uses a learning support flowchart for identification purposes”.

In other words, support for students begins early in the admission process, with monitoring of
their progress in the classroom, and assistance provided through academic and student support
networks. Additionally, it became clear from the participants that identification is not only necessary
for students with disabilities or those at risk, but also for gifted and talented students. One participant
emphasized the significance of identifying students with disabilities and those who are gifted and
talented, as they require comprehensive support in the classroom. The participants confirmed that
when teachers notice concerns regarding a student's academic performance or behavior, they provide
differentiated activities and monitor the situation for two to three weeks, depending on the child's
needs. If this concern persists, the teacher may consult with a special education professional to
confirm or clarify the issue before approaching the parents. If the problem is severe, the teacher will
promptly arrange a meeting with the parents. The teacher will fill out a referral form, and the
Inclusive Education Department will obtain parental consent to work with their child by having them
sign a consent form. Once a referral is submitted, the special educator observes the student to
determine the appropriate intervention.

The participants emphasized the significance of offering training to all personnel who work with
students with SEN. This training would enable them to effectively support the unique requirements
of students with disabilities. One participant stated:

“The school provides staff training and encourages teachers to attend conferences. I remember that last
year, we had training for our staff on how to differentiate instruction and create a more inclusive
classroom”.

Participants adopted curriculum access and modification as inclusive educational practices and
strategies. Students with SEN are provided with support to ensure they have full access to the
curriculum and equal learning experience. This is achieved through high-quality curriculum design
that meets the individualized learning needs of each student. One participant added:

“I believe that we have invested in assistive technology, such as text-to-speech software and magnification,
to support curriculum modifications for students with SEN”.

Participants emphasized the importance of involving parents and students in the process of
creating an inclusive school environment. They emphasized the importance of actively listening to
the needs and concerns of both parents and students and working collaboratively with them to
establish an inclusive school environment. Participants suggested that parents should be kept fully
informed about their child's progress and attainment, as well as when special educational provision
is required for a student. They also recommended providing support, advice, and training for parents,
and including them in team meetings for Individualized Education (IE). In this regard, one
participant stated:

“I believe that involving parents is key to the success of inclusiveness...” Continuous parental engagement
through workshops and meetings is also important”.

3.3. Theme 3: Challenges Faced in Implementing the Policy

Participants identified various challenges faced in implementing DIEPF in their schools. These
challenges include insufficient funding, high student-teacher ratios, perceptions of inclusive
education, assessment and evaluation, and a lack of inclusive social networks (Figure 3).

One significant challenge highlighted by the participants was the lack of adequate funding for
inclusive education. Private schools may face challenges in allocating budgets and resources to
provide inclusive education due to the high costs associated with hiring specialized staff, purchasing
equipment, and modifying infrastructure to meet the needs of students with SEN. Participants
emphasized the need for increased funding for inclusive schools and support for parents of students
with SEN. One interviewee stated:
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“The biggest obstacle to implementing inclusive education is insufficient funding.... We require more
funding for inclusive schools and to support parents of students with SEN”.

Another challenge identified by the participants was the difficulty that teachers faced in
accommodating the diverse needs of their students in the classroom. Due to the large class sizes,
teachers are unable to offer individualized support to students with SEN.

Furthermore, there is an insufficient number of teachers trained in special education to meet the
needs of all students with disabilities, making it difficult to provide the necessary support. One
participant stated:

“In every classroom, there are approximately 30 diverse students, making it difficult for teachers to provide
one-on-one support to students with SEN while attending to the needs of other students”.

Participants also reported limited training opportunities as a challenge to implementing the
policy. Private schools may face challenges in providing adequate training opportunities for their
teachers and staff to support inclusive education, which could lead to teachers feeling ill-equipped
to meet the needs of students with SEN. According to one participant:

“a lack of professional development or insufficient continuous professional development (CPD) may leave
teachers feeling unprepared to cater to the needs of students with SEN”.

In terms of assessment and evaluation, the participants highlighted that teachers encounter
difficulties when it comes to assessing and evaluating the progress of students with SEN. Teachers
may find it challenging to select suitable assessment tools or benchmarks for progress, which can
make it hard to track the progress of students with SEN. One participant elaborated that “teachers in
the mentioned school often face challenges in administering exams and tests, particularly when they have
students with SEN”.

Insufficient Funding

* Lack of funding for staff,
equipment, and infrastructure

* Need for more funding for
inclusive schools and parents of
students with SEN

Assessment and Evaluation

Challenges

« Difficulty identifying
appropriate assessment tools
and benchmarks

*  Struggle to monitor progress of
students with SEN

Insufficient Funding

* Lack of funding for staff,
equipment, and infrastructure

* Need for more funding for
inclusive schools and parents of
students with SEN

Challenges Faced

in Implementing
the Policy

Accommodating Diverse Needs

* High student-teacher ratios

* Inadequate support for students
with SEN due to a shortage of
SEND teachers

Limited Training Opportunities

«  Struggle to find appropriate
training for teachers and staff

* Limited professional
development or CPD
opportunities for teachers

Figure 3. Challenges in implementing Dubai's inclusive education policy.

The perception of inclusive education is often viewed as a challenge. This could lead to resistance
towards implementing inclusive education policies in schools. Finally, the participants emphasized
the significance of inclusive social networks and community engagement. They stated that schools
should serve as community resources, and that there should be more inclusive social networks to
support students with disabilities. The role of schools in fostering an inclusive community may not
be immediately clear, and it is important to involve the community in policy decisions to achieve this
goal. One of the interviewees stated:

“The role that schools play in building an inclusive community is not apparent. We need more inclusive
social networks where schools serve as community resources and community involvement is prioritized
from a policy perspective”.
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4. Discussion

This study aimed to provide valuable insights into the perceptions of school leaders regarding
the DIEPF, including their comprehension, implementation, and perspectives. This study's
qualitative approach is the first to explore the perspectives of school leaders in private schools in
Dubeai regarding the implementation of inclusive education policies. This brings forward more depth
and richness for the existing literature on inclusive education. The data analysis of the study was
rigorous, providing an essential context for current quantitative research on inclusive education. The
KHDA and Ministry of Education (MOE) of UAE require schools to implement inclusive education
policies and practices that support students with diverse learning needs. Our study collected data
from private schools in Dubai, providing insights into the implementation and impact of policies as
well as the challenges and opportunities that arise from them. As Dubai is experiencing rapid growth
and increasing diversity, studying inclusive education policies may have broader implications for
promoting diversity, equity, and inclusion in education.

4.1. Effective Policy Implementation: A Key to Empower Inclusion in Schools

Our study's results indicate that the participants have a strong understanding of the DIEPF and
recognize its significance in promoting an inclusive education system. They perceive the policy as a
positive step forward and acknowledge the provision of crucial guidelines and strategies for
promoting inclusive education. Moreover, school leaders demonstrate a commitment to embracing
diversity and ensuring equal opportunities for all students. The participants' recognition and
understanding of an inclusive education policy aligns with previous research on inclusive education
policies. This research highlights the critical role of policy implementation in establishing inclusive
education systems [41,42]. Furthermore, previous studies have found that school leaders play a
crucial role in promoting inclusive education practices [43—45].

In line with the findings of our study, previous research has emphasized the significance of
inclusive education policies in offering the necessary guidelines and strategies for inclusive education
practices [42,46,47]. Such policies can serve as a framework for schools to cultivate inclusive practices
and establish more inclusive learning environments. Furthermore, research has shown that school
leaders and educators who are dedicated to promoting diversity and ensuring equal opportunities
for all students can have a significant impact on fostering inclusive education practices [43,48].

This study found evidence of effective strategies implemented by school leaders to promote
inclusive education in private schools in Dubai. The strategies identified by the study include
identifying and referring to students with SEN, providing staff training, modifying the curriculum,
and involving parents and students in the process. These approaches demonstrate a comprehensive
and holistic strategy to establish an inclusive school environment. The finding that the participants
implemented effective strategies to promote inclusive education is consistent with previous research
that emphasizes the significance of such strategies [49,50].

For instance, identifying and referring students with SEN is a crucial first step in providing the
necessary support to these students [48]. Providing training for staff in inclusive education practices
is essential for enhancing educators' skills and abilities [49]. Modifying the curriculum to meet the
needs of diverse learners is a crucial strategy for promoting inclusive education [42]. Involving
parents and students in the process of developing and implementing inclusive education policies and
practices can cultivate a positive school culture that esteems and honors all students. The findings
highlight an urgent, ongoing, and unmet need for professional development and continuous training
related to the policy itself, curriculum modifications, and the impact of disabilities on families. This
finding is consistent with previous research that highlights the necessity of a cultural shift within
schools and practical training to improve educators' skills and abilities [49,50].

4.2. Complexities of Inclusion Policy Implementation

Our study found that participants faced challenges in implementing inclusive education policies
in private schools in Dubai. The challenges identified by the participants included insufficient
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funding, high student-teacher ratios, limited availability of specialized staff, inadequate training
opportunities for teachers, difficulties in assessing and evaluating students with SEN, and
misconceptions held by parents about inclusive education as shared by the study participants. The
finding that insufficient funding is a significant obstacle to implementing inclusive education policies
is consistent with prior research in this area. For instance, a study found that inadequate financial
resources are a barrier to including more students in augmentative and alternative communication
with multiple disabilities in inclusive education [51]. Lack of funding can pose a significant challenge
for schools to offer the essential resources and support required for inclusive education, including
assistive technologies, specialized personnel, and teacher training. High student-teacher ratios and a
lack of specialized staff further hinder the ability to provide the personalized support necessary to
meet the diverse needs of students.

The findings suggest that challenges in implementing inclusive education policies are
compounded by limited training opportunities for teachers and difficulties in assessing and
evaluating students with SEN. Teacher training is essential for improving the skills and abilities of
educators in promoting inclusive education practices [49,52]. The challenges of assessing and
evaluating students with SEN can make it difficult to determine the appropriate support and
accommodation required to meet their needs. Without proper assessment and evaluation, students
may not receive the necessary support to reach their full academic and social potential, which can
have a lasting impact on their future outcomes.

Furthermore, the study found that some parents held misconceptions about inclusive education,
which may have created resistance and barriers to the implementation of the policy. Addressing
misconceptions and educating parents about the benefits of inclusive education may require
additional efforts from school leaders to promote understanding and support for inclusive education
practices. This study's finding that some parents hold misconceptions about inclusive education is
not uncommon. Misconceptions about inclusive education can create resistance and barriers to the
implementation of the policy. For example, some parents may have concerns that inclusive education
could have a negative impact on their children's academic progress. Hence, some may hold the belief
that inclusive education is not appropriate for students with SEN, and instead, may advocate for
specialized schools or programs [43].

5. Conclusions

Qualitative studies aim to explore and understand experiences and areas of interest, rather than
generalizing results. This study followed a qualitative approach and aimed to explore school leaders'
perceptions of the DIEPF, including their understanding, utilization, and perspectives. However, the
study's reliance on self-reported data from participants may be subject to biases, such as social
desirability bias or memory recall bias. Participants may provide responses that they believe align
with societal expectations, or they may have difficulty accurately recalling specific details about their
practices and experiences. It is important to acknowledge that this study has limitations that should
be considered when applying the findings on a national or international level. Differences in policy,
legislation, and school settings may significantly impact the transferability of the results. Firstly, the
study solely concentrated on the perceptions of school leaders and did not involve teachers or
inclusion teams at schools. These individuals are frequently responsible for overseeing and executing
inclusive education practices for all students. Secondly, although the study included participants
with diverse experiences and school demographics, it was an exploratory qualitative study with a
relatively small sample size. Therefore, it cannot be guaranteed that data saturation was achieved,
and it is possible that a larger sample size could have provided additional perspectives.

This study highlighted the positive perceptions of school leaders towards the DIEPF. It
emphasized the importance of effective strategies, such as identifying and referring students with
SEN, providing staff training, modifying the curriculum, and involving parents and students, in
achieving inclusive education. However, the study also identified challenges that need to be
addressed. These include insufficient funding, high student-teacher ratios, limited availability of
specialized staff, and inadequate training opportunities for teachers. Considering these implications,
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policymakers, schools, and stakeholders can collaborate to establish a more comprehensive and
inclusive education system in Dubai and other regions.

Recommendations for future research include expanding the sample size to include more
private schools and government institutions, with a specific focus on comparing policy
implementation across all types of school settings. Conducting a cross-sectional survey to assess the
attitudes and understanding of teachers, inclusion staff, parents, and students would further
contribute to these findings and provide valuable insights for the future implementation of the policy.
To promote the development of user-friendly policies and procedures and ensure consistency across
all emirates in the UAE, we recommend school leaders sharing experiences and best practices in
inclusive education among educational institutions. It is important to note that each emirate has its
own policies, which should be taken into consideration.

This study has implications for policymakers, schools, and stakeholders involved in inclusive
education. School leaders have expressed positive perceptions of the DIEPF, indicating that it should
be continued and further strengthened. However, there are several challenges that need to be
addressed, including insufficient funding, high student-teacher ratios, limited availability of
specialized staff, and limited training opportunities for teachers. Schools should prioritize effective
strategies, such as identifying and referring students with SEN, modifying the curriculum, and
involving parents and students in the process. All stakeholders should receive education on the
benefits of inclusive education to address any misconceptions and promote support for inclusive
practices.
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