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An Examination of the Related Literature
for Inclusive School Leadership

By Megan McMillan, Ed.D., and David Hoppey, Ph.D.

Abstract

The purpose of this article is to review current
research about the struggles facing effective inclusive
schooling and the role the principal plays in bringing about
improved equity, access, and achievement in K-12 public
schools. Also, we examine the leadership pipeline and
how principal preparation and professional development
should address leaders' knowledge, skills, and disposi-
tions necessary to lead effective inclusive schools.

Introduction

During the past several decades, schools in the
United States have been required to provide an increas-
ingly more equitable and relevant education to students
with disabilities (Hoppey et al., 2018). Transitioning from
education provided exclusively in segregated programs
to providing access to education in the general education
classroom, special education has evolved toward using
more inclusive options (Billingsley et al., 2014). Much of
this evolution toward inclusion stems from mandates set
forth in the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA, 2004). This law, reauthorized multiple times,
strengthened the rights of students with disabilities as
they are provided equitable access to education in their
least restrictive environment. This directive translated into
significantly larger numbers of students with disabilities
being educated in general education spaces (Williamson
et al., 2020). However, as access to the general educa-
tion classroom and curriculum for students with disabili-
ties increased, so too did accountabil ity standards
(Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013). Nearly twenty years ago, No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) (2001) pulled back the curtain
on systemically low academic expectations and lack of
accountability for students with disabilities (Esposito et
al., 2019). With more students with disabilities gaining
access to general education classrooms and being held
to higher standards than ever before, public education
faced an issue that they continue to address, how to suc-
cessfully integrate the demands of inclusive education
and accountability mandates simultaneously (Hoppey &
McLeskey, 2014).

The Controversy Over the Least Restrictive Environment
Principle

Negotiating the expectations of IDEA, NCLB, and
later Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA, 2015), has proven
difficult because, while these laws raised expectations for
educational equity, teachers and leaders were not and are
still not prepared to comingle inclusive education with high
academic expectations for students with disabilities
(Connally & Kimmel, 2020; Waldron et al., 2011). For ex-
ample, a persistent dilemma facing school leaders is how
they interpret the expectations of IDEA and enact the prin-
ciple of Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) (DeMatthews,
2015). The LRE provision mandates that students with dis-
abilities be educated alongside students without disabili-
ties "to the maximum extent appropriate" (34 CFR §300.114).
Therefore, the LRE provision sets an expectation that stu-
dents with disabilities have access to general education
spaces; however, the degree to which that access is actually
granted is open to interpretation (White et al., 2018).

Further, LRE is controversial because it has be-
come synonymous with inclusion. This belief is a misinter-
pretation because LRE was the legal impetus to inclusive
practice and did not demand that every student with a dis-
abil ity be placed in a general education classroom
(DeMatthews, 2015). In sum, LRE "creates a presumption of
access to general education placements" but does not "cre-
ate a formal right to access to general education placements"
(White et al., 2018, p. 1).

The Leadership Challenge

Recent research and policy analysis highlight that
LRE is interpreted and implemented inconsistently and var-
ies widely across the United States (White et al., 2018;
Williamson et al., 2020). This variability creates disparities
in access to inclusive opportunities for students with dis-
abilities because access to inclusive education is subject to
the beliefs and practices of local stakeholders who serve as
gatekeepers to inclusion (Esposito et al., 2019). Interpreta-
tions of the LRE mandate are often handed down from the
state level, filtered through district leadership, and finally rest
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with school level leadership teams (Billingsley et al., 2018).
At the school level, principals are responsible for implement-
ing LRE (O'Laughlin & Lindle, 2015); however, evidence sug-
gests that school principals are often underprepared to lead
inclusive schools, thus adding to the complexity of interpret-
ing and implementing LRE appropriately (Frick et al., 2012;
Lynch, 2012; Rinehart, 2017).

Moreover, interpretation of the LRE is often framed
by principals' own set of beliefs and understandings of in-
clusive education (O'Laughlin & Lindle, 2015). When school
leaders struggle to implement the LRE mandate, students
with disabilities often do not gain access to general educa-
tion classrooms and experience significant disparities in
learning and social outcomes as compared to their peers
who are provided an inclusive education (Causton-
Theoharis et al., 2011; DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014;
Hoppey et al., 2018; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; McLeskey
& Waldron, 2014).

On the other hand, emerging research highlights
that when leaders understand the nuance of LRE and inter-
pret it in a manner that supports inclusive education, out-
comes for students with disabilities can improve. Benefits
include: (a) improved academic performance, including im-
proved scores on standardized tests, (b) increased motiva-
tion to learn, and (c) improved emotional and social out-
comes including a wider circle of friends with and without
disabilities (DeMatthews, 2015; Hehir & Katzman, 2012;
Hoppey et al., 2018; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; McLeskey et
al., 2014; Salend & Duhaney, 1999; Alamazan et.al., 2009).

Competing Demands: Accountability and Inclusion

In addition to interpreting the LRE mandate, ne-
gotiating the seemingly competing NCLB and ESSA with
IDEA is a significant barrier to effective inclusive school-
ing (Frick et al., 2012). McLeskey et al., (2014) explained
this dilemma, writing that "these mandates have put pres-
sure on schools to be both equitable and excellent in ad-
dressing the needs of all students" (p. 59). The tensions
between the two mandates create barriers that are diffi-
cult to navigate because many believe that the two direc-
tives are competing (Waldron et al., 2011). Often, school
leaders are torn between moral imperatives of inclusive
practice and professional expectations for accountability
(Frick et al., 2012). Increased accountability demands have
resulted in "significant pressure on teachers and princi-
pals to improve student outcomes or be subjected to pu-
nitive measures" (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013, p. 245). Be-
cause of the pressure achievement mandates place on
principals they are often incentivized to prioritize account-
ability outcomes over inclusive leadership (Alvarez-
McHatton, et al., 2012; Frick et al., 2012).

Principals who prioritize student outcomes over in-
clusive education often conceptualize their role in leader-
ship for special education from a mindset of compliance
(Billingsley et al., 2018). Their decision-making for special

education is framed by legal regulations and program re-
quirements (Connally & Kimmel, 2020). Federally mandated
accountability pressures have created a national culture of
compliance that encourages "'being right' (compliance) rather
than 'doing right' (notions of equity and justice)" (Alvarez-
McHatton et al., 2012, p. 42).

One factor in this tension is the lack of principals'
preparedness to lead schools that have high academic
standards for students with disabilities and an expectation
that they deserve access to an equitable education
(Billingsley et al., 2018; O'Laughlin & Lindle, 2015). Princi-
pals often leave their preparation programs prepared to be
instructional leaders for general education students but
report feeling largely unprepared to lead effective inclusive
schools or to adequately support special education pro-
grams (Billingsley et al., 2018; Connally & Kimmel, 2020;
Esposito et al., 2019; O'Laughlin & Lindle, 2015; Pazey &
Cole, 2012). For instance, Connally and Kimmel (2020)
reported that only 12 percent of principals of a nationally
representative sample reported feeling well prepared to
serve and teach students with disabilities.

Accountability pressures and a lack of understand-
ing of how to be an inclusive leader cause tensions to grow
in schools as principals focus on producing increased
achievement outcomes while simultaneously complying with
IDEA directives (Frick et al., 2012). Without the skills neces-
sary to address the instructional needs of students with dis-
abilities, it is difficult for principals to understand and attend
to the unmet academic potential of students with disabilities
in their schools. This lack of understanding often leads to
students being segregated from general education environ-
ments (Causton-Theoharis, et al., 2011).

Additionally, a lack of special education knowledge
and preparedness of leading effective inclusive schools can
lead to biases within leaders' own belief systems that favor
prioritizing achievement demands over inclusion. For in-
stance, Billingsley et al., (2017) noted that educators "may
not believe that students with disabilities should be held to
the same academic standards as other students, even
though some students with disabilities clearly achieve these
high standards" (p. 13). Believing that students with disabili-
ties are inherently incapable is a dangerous assumption for
principals to make, as it significantly limits student potential
(Biklen, 1990; Donnellan, 1984).

Characteristics of Effective Inclusive Principals

Although leaders in most schools are not success-
fully negotiating achievement and inclusive education de-
mands, there is evidence that comingling both sets of ex-
pectations is possible and effective for students with and
without disabilities (Connally & Kimmel, 2020; DeMatthews,
2015; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2014;
McLeskey et al., 2014; McMillan, 2020).  Figure 1 provides
an overview of the behaviors successful effective inclusive
principals portray in the research.
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Overwhelmingly, these characteristics identify the
school principal as the key element of change and reform in
an effective inclusive school (Billingsley et al., 2018; Connally
& Kimmel, 2020; DeMatthews, 2015; Esposito et al., 2019;
Hoppey & McLeskey, 2014). In an effective inclusive school,
the leader's role is significant because principals are the
difference makers in whether a school will be inclusive
(DeMatthews, 2015; DeMatthews et al., 2020; Waldron et al.,
2011). Effective principals begin by setting a vision that is
centered on high expectations for achievement and a sense
of belonging for all students (Esposito et al., 2019; Stark et
al., 2021). Further, effective inclusive school leaders develop
data systems to gather and monitor progress and make
informed decisions, build teacher capacity toward the inclu-
sive vision, restructure the school organization by distribut-
ing leadership to support quality inclusive teaching and learn-
ing, and subsequently manage the instructional program.
(DeMatthews, 2015; Esposito et al., 2019; Hoppey et al.,
2018; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Hoppey & McLeskey, 2014;
Stark et al., 2021; Waldron et al., 2011).

When leaders believe in effective inclusive edu-
cation, they engage in behaviors that support academic
achievement and inclusion in the school community
(McMillan, 2020). While these behaviors are essential
practices attributed to successful effective inclusive
leaders, it is important to note that there is no "lock-
step process" (DeMatthews et al., 2020, p. 5) to effec-
tive inclusive leadership. Instead, successful principals
of effective inclusive schools listen to the needs of stake-
holders, are flexible in meeting the needs of diverse
learners, including students with disabilities, and have
a desire to lead schools toward more inclusive practice
(Connal ly & Kimmel , 2020; Hoppey e t a l . ,  2018;

McMillan, 2020; Stark et al., 2021). Thus, principals of
effective inclusive schools communicate their beliefs
through their actions while remaining flexible on how
these beliefs are translated into practice (DeMatthews
et al., 2020; McMillan, 2020).

Emerging research suggests that successful prin-
cipals of effective inclusive schools, also demonstrate an
inclusive consciousness (McMillan, 2020). Inclusive con-
sciousness is defined by a leaders' dogged determina-
tion to successfully negotiate the intersection of effective
leadership for academic achievement and the inclusion
of students with disabilities in general education settings
while simultaneously fostering belonging and a sense of
community for all students (McKenzie et al., 2006; McMillan,
2020). While some effective inclusive principals believe
that their inclusive consciousness is innate, there is evi-
dence to suggest that a disposition supportive of students
with disabilities is also developmental (McMillan, 2020).
Regarding how principals come to value effective inclu-
sive leadership, principals who have had experiences with
and exposure to people with disabilities are more apt to
believe that equity and inclusive opportunity for students
with disabilities should be a priority in their leadership
practice (Billingsley et al., 2018). These principals' values
drive their leadership and create an interrelatedness be-
tween behaviors and beliefs that engender a culture of
effective and inclusive leadership practice (McMillan,
2020). Further, leaders with a strong inclusive conscious-
ness are undeterred by district or policy constraints and
engage in effective inclusive leadership by any means
necessary (Billingsley et al., 2018; Hoppey & McLeskey,
2014; McMillan, 2020). In all, principals with an inclusive
consciousness have a mindset that is underpinned by a

Figure 1. Behaviors of Effective Inclusive Principals   
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robust value system that holds sacred the leader's re-
sponsibility for supporting all students (McLeskey et al., 2014;
McMillan, 2020).

Recommendations: A Call to Action

While research into effective inclusive schooling is
still emerging, what is clear is that for schools to excel at
yielding improved student outcomes while simultaneously
including students with disabilities, the principal plays an
indispensable role. Evidence suggests that, in order to make
the most significant impact on their schools, especially for
marginalized populations of students, principals need to
lead with equity and social justice in mind (Grissom et al.,
2021). In order to build principals' own capacity to become
effective inclusive leaders, there is a significant need to ad-
dress the gaps in principals' preparedness to lead students
with disabilities (Billingsley et al., 2018; Connally & Kimmel,
2020; Lynch, 2012).

School principals are the primary change agents
responsible for negotiating inclusive education directives
and academic achievement demands, however, the lack of
principals' preparedness about special education program-
ming including leading effective inclusive schools is trou-
bling and problematic (Billingsley et al., 2018; Connally and
Kimmel, 2020; Esposito et al., 2019; O'Laughlin & Lindle,
2015; Pazey & Cole, 2012). This disconnect between pre-
paredness for leadership and actual needs of schools sig-
nals a need to build inclusive leadership capacity of princi-
pals who are already leading and to change the way princi-
pals are prepared so that they are ready to meet the needs
of all students (Esposito et al., 2019; Stark et al., 2021).
Figure 2 below showcases our recommendations.

For leaders already serving as principals, design-
ing and implementing job-embedded professional devel-
opment for effective inclusive leadership is critical (Billingsley
& McLeskey, 2014; Billingsley et al., 2018; Lynch, 2012).
For a sitting principal, professional development should be
centered around the development of instructional leader-
ship, specifically in the areas of: (a) Multi-Tiered System of
Supports; (b) Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports;
(c) High-Leverage Practices; (d) Universal Design for Learn-
ing (UDL); and (e) culturally responsive pedagogy (Connally
& Kimmel, 2020). Principals also need opportunities for long-
term, job-embedded coaching and feedback on inclusive
leadership from effective inclusive principals for them to de-
velop a deep capacity to be an inclusive leader (Thessin &
Seashore Louis, 2020).

In addition to coaching, sitting principals need
practice analyzing data to make decisions for effective in-
clusive leadership. Specifically, principals need to know
how to interpret data to make decisions that support in-
clusive practice and build equity.  Most of all, current prin-
cipals must prioritize inclusive leadership and demon-
strate an inclusive consciousness, such that inclusive
practice is a non-negotiable goal and the means to the
end are flexible (DeMatthews et al., 2020; McMillan, 2020).

Leaders of  principal preparat ion programs
should be aware that there is a need to "embed inclusive
leadership training into the principal pipeline" (Connally
& Kimmel, 2020, p. 2). For prospective principals, we
need to redesign preparation programs to include prac-
tical experience with effective inclusive principals that
allows future leaders to develop an expectation of inclu-
sive leadership. School leaders also need to develop

Figure 2.  Recommendations for improving principals’ capacity for leading effective inclusive schools

Note:  These recommendations are adapted from the work of Connally and Kimmel (2020)
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their own inclusive consciousness during their leadership
preparation. This process can be facilitated by encourag-
ing meaningful and positive experiences with students with
disabilities.

Engineering opportunities for current and prospec-
tive principals to work with and understand people with dis-
abilities can shift their mindset toward inclusive practice and
engender transformational experiences that support effec-
tive inclusive leadership (Salend & Duhaney, 1999; McMillan,
2020). The responsibility to engage school leaders with
people with disabilities and to build inclusive conscious-
ness rests upon both the larger educational organization
and on the individual. If opportunities to acquire and develop
an inclusive consciousness are not embedded in principal
preparation or on-the-job training, individual leaders have a
professional responsibility to seek it out themselves as a
part of their leadership for equity and justice.

Developing an understanding of the struggles fac-
ing effective inclusive schooling and the role the principal
plays in bringing about improved equity, access, and
achievement in K-12 public schools is the first step. Next,
school leadership preparation programs must include in
principal preparation and professional development the
skills and dispositions that expand leaders' knowledge,
skills, and commitments necessary to lead effective inclu-
sive schools. Awareness often breeds action and both lead-
ers and those who prepare leaders should grasp the criti-
cal need to develop principals with an inclusive conscious-
ness who are able to meet the challenges inherent in teach-
ing for students with disabilities during the current era of
high stakes accountability.
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