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Abstract: The conceptualization of inclusive education has progressively evolved beyond 

the mere physical placement of students with diverse needs in general education settings. 

Contemporary discourse positions inclusion as a transformative process predicated on the active 

participation, valued membership, and holistic success of all learners. This article argues that the 

true measure of inclusive education is the cultivation of a robust culture of belonging within the 

classroom. Moving past structural and instructional adaptations, a culture of belonging is 

characterized by interdependent relationships, shared ownership, authentic participation, and the 

deliberate dismantling of barriers to psychological safety. Drawing upon theoretical frameworks 

from social constructivism, self-determination theory, and disability studies, this paper examines 

the foundational principles of such a culture. It then delineates the critical role of educator 

disposition, the intentional design of the social and learning environment, and the centrality of 

student voice and agency. The discussion confronts implementation challenges, including implicit 

bias, curricular rigidity, and the need for systemic support. The article concludes that fostering a 

culture of belonging is not a supplementary activity but the essential core of meaningful inclusion, 

requiring a deliberate shift from a focus on integration to one of community co-construction. 

This shift holds the potential to benefit all students by creating learning ecosystems rich in 

empathy, collaboration, and mutual respect. 

Keywords: inclusive education, belonging, classroom culture, social inclusion, relational 

pedagogy, universal design for learning 

 

Introduction 

Inclusive education, as enshrined in international mandates like the UNESCO Salamanca 

Statement and the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, has become a 

central tenet of modern educational policy worldwide. Historically, implementation efforts have 

often concentrated on logistical and procedural dimensions: the allocation of support staff, the 

modification of physical environments, and the differentiation of curricular materials. While these 

elements are necessary, they are insufficient to realize the profound promise of inclusion. An 

overemphasis on mechanics can lead to a model of integration, where students are present in the 

classroom but remain peripheral to its social and academic core. This phenomenon, sometimes 

termed “social exclusion within academic inclusion,” reveals a critical gap between policy 

aspiration and lived experience. 

This article posits that bridging this gap requires a fundamental reorientation towards 

building a culture of belonging within the inclusive classroom. Belonging, in this context, 

transcends superficial feelings of comfort. It is a deep-seated psychological and social construct 

where an individual perceives themselves as an accepted, valued, and indispensable member of a 

community, with their presence making a meaningful difference to the group. In an educational 

setting, a culture of belonging is the fertile ground from which academic engagement, risk-taking 

in learning, positive identity development, and resilience flourish. It is the antithesis of 
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environments where students, particularly those with disabilities, diverse cultural backgrounds, 

or unique learning profiles, feel they are guests conditional upon their ability to conform to a 

predetermined norm. 

The primary objective of this paper is to articulate a coherent framework for understanding 

and developing this culture. It seeks to move the conversation beyond the “how-to” of 

accommodations and towards the “why” of human connection and community. The central 

thesis is that when educators intentionally cultivate a culture of belonging, the technical aspects 

of inclusion become more effective and sustainable because they are driven by a shared ethical 

commitment to every member’s worth and dignity. This exploration is situated within converging 

theoretical perspectives. Social constructivism underscores that learning and identity are forged 

through social interaction. Self-determination theory highlights the universal human needs for 

autonomy, competence, and relatedness - the latter being the bedrock of belonging. Critical 

theories, including disability studies, challenge deficit-oriented paradigms and emphasize the 

value of diverse human experiences. The article will proceed by examining the core components 

of a belonging culture, the pivotal role of the educator, practical pedagogical orientations, and 

the inherent challenges in this transformative work. 

Methods 

The methodology underpinning this conceptual article is a integrative scholarly synthesis. 

This approach does not report on primary empirical data collection but instead constructs a novel 

theoretical framework by critically analyzing and synthesizing existing literature across relevant 

fields. The aim is to provide a comprehensive, evidence-based argument for re-conceptualizing 

inclusive practice. 

A systematic search and review of peer-reviewed literature was conducted using academic 

databases including ERIC, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. Key search terms were employed in 

various combinations: “inclusive education,” “belonging,” “school belonging,” “classroom 

community,” “social inclusion,” “relational pedagogy,” “self-determination theory,” “disability 

studies in education,” “student voice,” and “universal design for learning.” The scope of the 

review prioritized literature from the past two decades to capture contemporary discourse, 

though seminal theoretical works were also included. Literature was selected for its direct 

relevance to defining belonging, detailing the social dynamics of classrooms, outlining teacher 

practices that foster community, and critiquing traditional models of inclusion. 

The analysis was thematic and iterative. Recurring concepts, proposed practices, and 

identified barriers were extracted from the literature and grouped into coherent themes. These 

themes were then organized to construct the logical argument presented in this paper: defining 

the core principles of a culture of belonging, articulating the teacher’s role as architect and model, 

describing the classroom environment and pedagogical approaches that enact this culture, and 

finally, acknowledging systemic and attitudinal challenges. The synthesis is presented as a 

persuasive, scholarly argument intended to influence both academic discourse and professional 

practice by providing a consolidated vision of what inclusive education can and should aspire to 

be. 

Results 
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The synthesis of literature reveals that a culture of belonging in the inclusive classroom is 

not a singular intervention but a multidimensional ecosystem built upon several interdependent 

pillars. These pillars form the core findings of this analysis. 

The first pillar is the foundational shift from a deficit to an ecological and strengths-based 

perspective. A culture of belonging cannot coexist with a lens that primarily identifies student 

shortcomings. Instead, it requires educators to view student diversity - including disabilities, 

linguistic backgrounds, and neurodiversity - as a form of human variation that enriches the 

learning community. This perspective aligns with the social model of disability, which 

distinguishes between impairment and the disabling barriers erected by society, including 

educational environments. In a belonging classroom, the focus shifts from “fixing” the student 

to “designing” the environment and instruction to be inherently accessible and responsive. 

Teachers actively seek out and celebrate the unique strengths, interests, and forms of intelligence 

each student brings. This public valuation communicates to every student that they have 

something of worth to contribute, which is a prerequisite for authentic membership. 

The second pillar is the intentional fostering of interdependent relationships. Belonging is 

forged in the crucible of connection. This involves moving beyond teacher-student bonds to 

deliberately architect positive peer-to-peer relationships. The literature emphasizes structured 

collaboration not merely as an instructional strategy but as a social imperative. Practices such as 

carefully engineered cooperative learning groups, peer support networks, and collaborative 

problem-solving projects are essential. In these structures, success is mutually dependent, 

allowing students to perceive their classmates as resources and allies. The teacher’s role is to 

model empathy, active listening, and constructive conflict resolution, thereby establishing a 

relational ethic for the entire class. Rituals and routines that build shared history, such as morning 

meetings, community circles, and collective reflection, further solidify these bonds by creating a 

sense of shared narrative and identity. 

The third pillar is the authentic amplification of student voice and agency. A culture of 

belonging is inherently democratic. Students cannot feel like true owners of a community in 

which they have no say. This means moving beyond tokenistic consultation to embedding 

meaningful choice and shared decision-making into daily classroom life. This can range from 

allowing students choice in how they demonstrate learning (e.g., through a presentation, essay, 

or creative project) to involving them in co-creating classroom norms, designing learning units, 

or solving community problems. For students who may use alternative communication methods, 

ensuring access to robust Augmentative and Alternative Communication and honoring their 

expressed preferences is a non-negotiable aspect of granting voice. When students see their ideas 

influencing the environment and their choices respected, their sense of autonomy and investment 

deepens. 

The fourth pillar is the consistent implementation of flexible and universally designed 

pedagogy. A culture of belonging is undermined when instructional methods create predictable 

winners and losers. Universal Design for Learning provides a foundational framework for 

proactively designing instruction to meet the variability of all learners from the outset. By offering 

multiple means of engagement (the “why” of learning), representation (the “what” of learning), 

and action and expression (the “how” of learning), UDL reduces the need for retrofitted 

accommodations that can stigmatize. In a UDL-based classroom, the use of technology, varied 
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materials, and flexible groupings is the norm, not the exception. This normalizes diversity in 

learning pathways and sends a powerful message that there is no single “right” way to think, 

learn, or participate. This pedagogical flexibility is the practical engine that makes the 

philosophical commitment to belonging a daily reality. 

Discussion 

The findings presented illustrate that building a culture of belonging is a complex, proactive, 

and deeply human endeavor. This discussion interprets these findings, considers their 

implications, and addresses significant challenges. 

The transition from a culture of performance to a culture of belonging represents a 

paradigm shift with profound implications. In a performance culture, the primary currency is 

academic achievement measured against a narrow standard. Students who diverge from this 

standard often feel their value is conditional. A belonging culture, in contrast, makes community 

membership and growth the central currency. This does not negate academic rigor; rather, it 

creates the secure relational foundation necessary for students to engage with challenging 

material. When students feel safe from social or academic humiliation, they are more likely to ask 

questions, attempt difficult tasks, and persist through failure. Thus, belonging acts as a catalyst 

for, not a distraction from, deep learning. The literature suggests that for students with 

disabilities, a strong sense of school belonging correlates with improved academic outcomes, 

higher motivation, and better post-school transitions. 

The role of the educator is transformed in this model. The teacher becomes a community 

architect, a facilitator of relationships, and a relentless identifier and remover of barriers. This 

requires a specific set of dispositions: reflective practice to examine one’s own biases, cultural 

humility to learn from students and families, and a stance of vulnerability where the teacher 

models not knowing and learning alongside students. Professional development must, therefore, 

extend beyond training in instructional accommodations to include training in relational 

pedagogy, restorative practices, and facilitative leadership. The teacher’s ability to “warm 

demand” - to hold high expectations while providing unwavering support - is critical in 

communicating belief in every student’s potential. 

However, significant challenges impede this work. Implicit bias, whether related to 

disability, race, or class, can unconsciously influence teacher expectations and interactions, 

eroding belonging. Countering this requires ongoing, structured self-reflection and often, 

courageous conversations within school communities. Furthermore, standardized curricula and 

high-stakes accountability systems can create pressures that prioritize coverage over connection, 

forcing teachers into a rigid instructional pace that leaves little room for community-building or 

student-directed inquiry. Systemic support is crucial. School leaders must champion belonging as 

a core metric of success, allocate time for collaborative planning among general and special 

educators, and create structures that allow for flexibility. Finally, a culture of belonging cannot 

be confined to a single classroom; it must be a whole-school ethos to prevent students from 

experiencing a supportive space in one room and a marginalizing one in another. 

The limitations of this conceptual analysis must be acknowledged. While it synthesizes a 

broad evidence base, it does not present new empirical data. The framework proposed requires 

rigorous testing in diverse educational contexts. Future research should employ longitudinal, 

mixed-methods designs to examine how specific teacher practices influence students’ 
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longitudinal perceptions of belonging, particularly among marginalized groups, and how these 

perceptions correlate with holistic life outcomes. 

Conclusion 

Inclusive education finds its highest expression not in checklists of accommodations but in 

the vibrant, complex, and intentionally nurtured culture of the classroom. This article has argued 

that the development of a culture of belonging is the essential, yet often overlooked, heart of 

meaningful inclusion. It is the element that transforms integration into membership, support into 

interdependence, and diversity from a challenge to be managed into a resource to be celebrated. 

Building such a culture demands a conscious departure from models that focus solely on 

academic or physical access. It requires educators to embrace the roles of community architect, 

relationship facilitator, and barrier remover. It is built daily through strengths-based language, the 

intentional design of interdependent learning experiences, the authentic sharing of power with 

students, and pedagogical flexibility through frameworks like Universal Design for Learning. 

While formidable challenges exist, from implicit bias to systemic constraints, the imperative is 

clear. 

The pursuit of a culture of belonging is ultimately about recognizing the fundamental 

humanity of every student. It asserts that before a student can effectively engage with curriculum, 

they must feel secure, valued, and connected. When classrooms become places where every 

learner can unequivocally state, “I am seen, I am valued, and I matter here,” the true promise of 

inclusive education is realized. This is not merely an idealistic goal but a practical necessity for 

preparing all students to thrive in, and contribute to, a diverse and interconnected world. The 

journey towards this culture is the most critical work of the inclusive classroom. 
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