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Introduction

Inclusive education is a fundamental right for students with special needs, aiming to provide
equal opportunities for their academic, social, and emotional development. According to UNESCO
(2005), inclusive education was defined as "a process of addressing and responding to the
diversity of needs of all learners through increasing participation in learning, cultures, and
communities, and reducing exclusion within and from education.” This approach ensures that all
students, regardless of their abilities or disabilities, have access to quality education within the
mainstream school system.

The concept of inclusive education is grounded in several theoretical frameworks. One of the
foundational theories is social justice theory, which advocates for equalgits and opportunities
i ith this theory by
participating in
ucation, which
s that create
erse needs,

4 to ®llaborate with families, ca@Munities, and
| to create a supportive engdPnn

strategies to p abinvolvement and improve outcomes for students with special
needs.

This study aimed to investigate the challenges faced by parents in IEUs in Sri Lanka, focusing on
both school-related and external factors that hinder their ability to support their children's
education. The research also explored potential interventions to enhance parental involvement
that contribute to the successful implementation of inclusive education.

As an educational approach, the inclusive education is recognized and valued the diverse abilities
and needs of all students, including those with special needs. It emphasizes providing equitable
access to education, promoting participation, and fostering the holistic development of students.
Inclusive education strives to create an inclusive and supportive learning environment that
respects the rights and dignity of all students.
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Parental involvement is widely recognized as a vital factor in the success of inclusive education.
When parents actively participate in their children's education, they contribute to their academic,
social, and emotional development. Parental involvement includes engagement in various aspects
of their children's education, such as assisting with homework, participating in school activities,
and collaborating with educators to address their children's individual needs.

In Sri Lanka, the special education system includes IEUs within mainstream schools. These units
are designed to cater to the diverse needs of students with special needs by providing
individualized support, accommodation, and a tailored learning environment. IEUs aim to
integrate students with disabilities into mainstream education while offering specialized
services, such as IEPs, modified curricula, and access to assistive technologies. The objective is to
provide these students with an opportunity to participate in the general education system while
receiving the necessary resources to support their learning and developmgant.

under-resourced, lacking adequate facilities, trained f, and specializeyquip
w®Pecial education, angst

5d9€K of communicati
ftion of IEPs, which

. Additionally, sogi

n hampers the effective d
for meeting the specific neggdffof

that hinder their 2@ to support their children's education effectively. Understanding what
those challenges are is crucial for developing strategies and interventions that enhance parental
involvement and support, thereby promoting inclusive education and the overall well-being of
students with special needs.

To address the above research problem, the following research questions guided the study:

1. What are the school-level problems and challenges faced by parents of students
studying in special education units?

2. What problems and challenges do parents face in the out-of-school environment due
to having children with special needs?
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3. How do these challenges impact parental involvement and support in their children's
education?

4. What potential strategies and interventions can be developed to enhance parental
support in special education units?

By addressing those research questions, the study sought to gain a comprehensive understanding
of the challenges faced by parents in providing education to students studying in IEUs and to
provide insights for developing effective strategies to enhance parental involvement and support.

The main objective of this research was to investigate the challenges faced by parents in providing
education for students studying in IEUs. The study aimed specifically to:

; parents in [EUs.
2. Examme the problems and challenges faced by pafefits iNAthe out-of-school

their children's education.
4. Explore potential strategies and ig

The role of parental involvement in inclusive education has been well documented. Research
highlights that parental engagement is critical to the success of children with special needs, as
parents provide not only emotional support but also advocate for their children’s needs in
educational settings (Epstein, 2001). According to Hornby and Lafaele (2011), effective

collaboration between parents and teachers is essential for addressing the individual educational
needs of students with disabilities. However, challenges such as poor communication between
parents and schools, lack of understanding of individualized education plans (IEPs), and societal
stigmatization often hinder parental involvement (Sharma et al., 2018).
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In the context of Sri Lanka, Bandara (2019) and Samarasinghe (2017) observed that parents of
children with special needs often struggle to navigate the educational system. Many parents
report feelings of isolation and frustration, as they face significant obstacles in accessing
appropriate services and support for their children. The stigma surrounding disabilities in Sri
Lanka further exacerbates those challenges, making it difficult for parents to advocate for their
children’s needs.

The concept of IEUs within mainstream schools is designed to address the needs of students with
disabilities by offering specialized resources while keeping students integrated into regular
classrooms. However, research indicated that IEUs often face several challenges that hinder their
effectiveness. According to Sharma et al. (2018), those challenges include inadequate funding, a
lack of qualified special education teachers, and limited access to assistive technologies.

infrastructure to accommodate students with physical or cogpd
lack of specialized training for teachers, which reduces thg®a

introduced thig¥ odel, arguing tha

£ erely medical issue
nes through the exc

‘ 2 s, are socially
larginalization of individuals

disabilities. In the

*

Wdel of disability to Sri
yarrier to inclusive education. Cultural stigmas and

environment. Thi$

need for a shift in SQU#I attitudes to embrace the principles of inclusion.

While there is a growing body of literature on inclusive education, much of the research so far
focused on the situation in high-income countries. There is limited empirical data on how
inclusive education is implemented in low- and middle-income countries such as Sri Lanka,
particularly in the context of IEUs. Additionally, while parental involvement is recognized as
critical, few studies have focused specifically on the challenges faced by parents in the Sri Lankan
context. This study sought to fill this gap by providing an in-depth examination of the obstacles
parents encounter in supporting their children's education in IEUs while contributing to both
local and global discussions on inclusive education.
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Methodology

This study utilized qualitative research methodology to investigate the challenges faced by
parents in providing education to students studying in IEUs. Qualitative research allows for an in-
depth exploration of the subjective experiences, perspectives, and meanings attached to the
phenomenon under investigation. Through qualitative methods, the study aimed to capture the
complex and distinctive nature of the challenges faced by parents in this context.

The research design employed a case study method, focusing on parents of students studying in
IEUs at Dharmapala Vidyalaya, Pannipitiya, a national school in Sri Lanka. The sample consisted
of 15 parents whose children were enrolled in the IEU at the school. By selecting a single school
for this case study, the research aimed to provide a detailed examination of a specific educational
setting and the challenges unique to the particular group of parents.

Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with eir experiences,
perspectives, and challenges regarding their invg 's education.
Additionally, observations were carried out in thos to gain a

deeper understanding of the challenges fac parents. Verbal co
participating parents. The observationais
insights into the dynamics betwad#¥barents, students, tea > the Wroader ed@@ational

a provided valuable cOitextuMinformati@n, offering

education to'§
two main do
environment.

dents studying in spegi@@®tucation units. These challenges were categorized into
pins, namely s’cNh -level challenges and challenges in the out-of-school

With regard to school-level challenges, parents reported a range of challenges within the school
setting that affected their ability to support their children's education. Inadequate resources and
facilities within special education units emerged as a prominent challenge. Parents highlighted a
shortage of specialized teaching staff, a lack of appropriate learning materials, and limited access
to assistive technologies. Those resource-related challenges hampered the delivery of quality
education tailored to the unique needs of their children.

Additionally, it was found that limited collaboration and communication between parents and
teachers hindered the coordination of IEPs and the accommodation of diverse student needs
within the classroom. Parents expressed the need for improved communication channels and
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enhanced collaboration to ensure that their children's educational requirements were adequately
addressed.

Social dynamics within the school environment also posed challenges. Stigmatization and social
exclusion of students with special needs by their peers were reported, affecting the overall well-
being and integration of students. Parents expressed concerns about the negative impact of these
experiences on their children's self-esteem and social development.

With reference to the challenges in the out-of-school environment, parents reported
encountering challenges beyond the school setting, which in turn impacted their ability to provide
comprehensive support to their children. Limited availability of support services and therapies
emerged as a significant obstacle. Parents reported difficulties accessing specialized therapies,
counseling, and support services required to address their childre ique needs. Those

understanding and acceptance within the coua nity, which affecte i fforts and
their children's inclusion in various socjal@®ntexts. Additionally, p

»

170 ’children with the sufen Wath ent emerged as an ergg@®nal
"hey expressed copgi beut tHgaimPact of such tragic evegs#®on their
di , p2ents reported feeling mazg##lized in social

a (

ti a lack of understanding
ychil@iren.

wgating the complexities of the special education
lities for connecting with other parents of children

Overall, the findif}
education to studen®studying in special education units. Those challenges included inadequate
resources within the school setting, limited collaboration and communication, social dynamics,
limited availability of support services and therapies, negative societal attitudes, abusing

attempts, and the emotional burden faced by parents.

Those findings emphasized the need for comprehensive strategies and interventions to address
the challenges and to enhance parental involvement and support in special education units. By
addressing those challenges, stakeholders would work towards creating a more inclusive and
supportive educational environment for students with special needs, empowering parents as
active participants in their children's education and fostering the holistic development of
students.
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Discussion

The present study investigated the challenges faced by parents in providing education to students
studying in special education units. The findings shed light on the complex and diverse range of
challenges encountered by parents within the school setting and also in the out-of-school
environment. These challenges included inadequate resources, limited collaboration and
communication, social dynamics, limited availability of support services, negative societal
attitudes, abusing attempts, and the emotional burden faced by parents.

The study underscored the crucial role of parental involvement in supporting the education of
students with special needs. It was found that the identified challenges significantly impacted
parental involvement and support, hindering their ability to effectively advocate for their

children's educational rights and to ensure the provision of quality ed ion tailored to their

The findings of this study will have important implications for policymakers, educators, and other
stakeholders involved in inclusive education. By addressing the identified challenges,
stakeholders would work collaboratively to enhance parental involvement and support, thereby
promoting the overall well-being and educational success of students with special needs.
Empowering parents as active participants in their children's education would be crucial for
fostering inclusive practices and ensuring that students with special needs receive the necessary
support to thrive academically, socially, and emotionally.
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While this study provided valuable insights into the challenges faced by parents in special
education units in Sri Lanka, it was also important to recognize its limitations. The findings were
context-specific and may not be fully generalizable. Further research is encouraged to explore the
experiences and challenges faced by parents in different cultural, socio-economic, and
educational contexts.

In conclusion, it could be declared that the findings underscored the importance of addressing
the challenges faced by parents in providing education to students studying in special education
units. By developing targeted interventions, promoting collaboration between parents and
educators, improving resource allocation, and fostering a supportive societal environment,
stakeholders would work towards creating inclusive educational settings where all students,
including those with special needs could thrive and reach their full potential.

Conclusion

This study examined the challenges faced by parents i
in special education units in Sri Lanka. Thrg
interviews and observations, the study identg
and in the out-of-school environment. A

dents studying
qualitative researgi$ meth@ds, including
significant challen hin the

upport services andgs
iduals with disabilig

The study concluded that addressing those challenges required allocating adequate resources,
improving collaboration and communication between parents and teachers, expanding support
services and therapies, promoting inclusive practices, raising awareness about disabilities, and
creating a supportive societal environment. Empowering parents as active participants in their
children's education was crucial for promoting inclusive education and the well-being of students
with special needs.

By understanding and addressing those challenges, stakeholders would work towards creating a
more inclusive and supportive educational environment. This study contributed valuable insights
for policymakers, educators, and other stakeholders involved in the field of special education in
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Sri Lanka. However, it was also important to recognize the limitations of this study, as the findings
may not be fully generalizable to other contexts. Further research is encouraged to explore the
experiences of parents in different settings and to develop effective strategies for enhancing
parental involvement and support in special education units.
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