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ABSTRACT 

 
This paper presents an integrative review of the literature on school leadership and management for effective 

inclusive education in Nigerian public secondary schools. The global commitment to equitable and quality education 

has intensified the need for school systems to embrace inclusive education practices that guarantee equal learning 

opportunities for all learners, irrespective of their abilities, backgrounds, or socio-economic circumstances. School 

leadership and management have emerged as critical determinants of the successful implementation of inclusive 

education policies and practices. In Nigeria, despite the introduction of various policy initiatives aimed at promoting 

inclusive education, public secondary schools continue to encounter significant challenges, including inadequate 

leadership capacity, insufficient funding, limited teacher preparedness, infrastructural deficiencies, and weak 

stakeholder collaboration. The paper critically examines the concepts of school leadership, school management, and 

inclusive education while analysing leadership practices that foster inclusive school environments, the paper argues 

that transformational, instructional, distributed, and inclusive leadership approaches provide effective frameworks 

for promoting equitable learning environments, improving teacher capacity, enhancing stakeholder participation, 

and ensuring sustainable implementation of inclusive education policies. The review further identifies institutional, 

administrative, financial, and socio-cultural barriers as constraints for effective implementation of inclusive 

education and proposes strategies for strengthening school leadership for effective inclusive education. The paper 

therefore recommends that Governments should institutionalise mandatory leadership development programmes for 

school principals focusing on inclusive educational leadership. Ministries of Education should strengthen 

implementation and monitoring of the Revised National Policy on Inclusive Education through clearly defined 

accountability mechanisms. Teacher education institutions should integrate inclusive pedagogies, universal design 

for Learning, differentiated instruction, and assistive technologies into teacher preparation programmes for 

inclusiveness. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Education has increasingly been recognised 

as a fundamental human right and a catalyst 

for sustainable national development. 

Across the world, governments and 

international development agencies continue 

to advocate for educational systems that 

promote equity, accessibility, participation, 

and quality learning for every child 

irrespective of disability, gender, ethnicity, 

socio-economic background, religion, or 

geographical location. This global 

commitment is reflected in the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4 

(SDG 4), which seeks to "ensure inclusive 

and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all." 

Similarly, international frameworks such as 

the Salamanca Statement, the United 

Nations Convention on the Rights of 

Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), and 

the UNESCO Framework for Action on 

Inclusive Education have reinforced the 

responsibility of governments to establish 

educational systems that eliminate 

discrimination and promote inclusive 

learning environments. 
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Inclusive education has therefore evolved 

from being merely an educational reform 

agenda to becoming a social justice 

imperative. Rather than segregating learners 

based on disabilities or other forms of 

diversity, inclusive education seeks to create 

schools where every learner participates 

meaningfully in academic and social 

activities while receiving the necessary 

instructional support to maximise learning 

outcomes. Contemporary perspectives 

conceptualise inclusive education as an 

educational philosophy that values diversity, 

recognises individual differences, and 

promotes equal opportunities for all learners 

within the same learning environment. 

The successful implementation of inclusive 

education depends largely on the quality of 

leadership provided within schools. School 

leaders occupy strategic positions in 

translating educational policies into practical 

actions by creating inclusive school cultures, 

supporting teachers, mobilising resources, 

fostering collaboration with stakeholders, 

and ensuring that instructional practices 

accommodate the diverse needs of learners.. 

Within the Nigerian educational system, 

however, achieving inclusive education 

remains a considerable challenge. Despite 

the provisions of the National Policy on 

Education (2014) and the Revised National 

Policy on Inclusive Education (2023), 

implementation has been constrained by 

inadequate funding, shortages of qualified 

personnel, poor infrastructure, limited 

assistive technologies, overcrowded 

classrooms, insufficient professional 

development for teachers, and weak 

institutional leadership. Many school leaders 

have limited preparation for managing 

diverse classrooms or leading inclusive 

school reforms, thereby affecting the quality 

of educational provision for learners with 

diverse educational needs. 

Contemporary principals are expected to 

function not merely as administrators but 

also as instructional leaders, change agents, 

policy implementers, resource managers, 

and advocates for educational equity. These 

expanded responsibilities require leadership 

approaches that are collaborative, adaptive, 

evidence-based, and responsive to the 

complexities of inclusive education. 

 

CONCEPTUAL REVIEW 

School Leadership 

School leadership has become one of the 

most influential determinants of educational 

effectiveness, organisational improvement, 

and learner achievement in contemporary 

educational systems. Although leadership 

has traditionally been associated with 

administrative authority and managerial 

responsibilities, contemporary scholarship 

views school leadership as a dynamic 

process of influencing individuals and 

organisational structures towards achieving 

shared educational goals. Effective school 

leadership extends beyond maintaining 

administrative order; it involves inspiring 

teachers, fostering collaborative learning 

communities, promoting innovation, and 

creating conditions that support equitable 

educational opportunities for all learners. 

The concept of school leadership has 

evolved considerably over the past three 

decades. Earlier perspectives viewed 

principals primarily as administrative 

managers responsible for maintaining 

discipline, supervising personnel, and 

ensuring compliance with government 

regulations. However, the complexity of 

twenty-first-century education has expanded 

the role of school leaders to include 

instructional leadership, organisational 

learning, strategic planning, change 

management, stakeholder engagement, and 

policy implementation. Consequently, 

successful school leaders are increasingly 

expected to possess competencies in 

communication, emotional intelligence, 

instructional supervision, conflict resolution, 
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data-informed decision-making, and 

inclusive leadership. 

Bush (2020) conceptualises school 

leadership as the process of influencing 

teachers, learners, and other stakeholders to 

achieve educational objectives through 

collaborative decision-making and 

continuous organisational improvement. 

Similarly, Hallinger (2022) argues that 

effective school leadership combines 

strategic vision with instructional expertise, 

enabling school leaders to improve teaching 

quality, strengthen teacher commitment, and 

enhance student learning outcomes. These 

perspectives underscore the shift from 

hierarchical models of leadership to 

collaborative approaches that recognise 

leadership as a shared organisational 

responsibility. 

Within the context of inclusive education, 

school leadership assumes even greater 

significance because school leaders are 

responsible for creating institutional cultures 

that recognise diversity as an educational 

strength rather than a challenge. Inclusive 

school leaders establish clear visions for 

equity, provide professional support for 

teachers, mobilise resources for learners 

with diverse needs, encourage stakeholder 

participation, and develop policies that 

eliminate barriers to learning. Research 

consistently demonstrates that schools led 

by principals who embrace inclusive 

leadership principles are more likely to 

exhibit positive school climates, improved 

teacher efficacy, higher learner participation, 

and stronger academic outcomes. 

Moreover, contemporary leadership 

literature emphasises that leadership 

effectiveness should not be measured solely 

by administrative efficiency but by the 

extent to which leaders facilitate teaching 

quality, learner development, organisational 

learning, and equitable educational 

outcomes. Consequently, leadership in 

inclusive schools requires adaptive, 

collaborative, and transformational 

approaches capable of responding to 

increasingly diverse educational 

environments. 

 

School Management 
Although the concepts of leadership and 

management are often used interchangeably, 

educational scholars recognise important 

distinctions between the two. Leadership 

primarily concerns establishing vision, 

influencing people, inspiring organisational 

commitment, and driving change, whereas 

management focuses on planning, 

organising, coordinating, implementing, 

monitoring, and evaluating institutional 

activities to achieve predetermined 

objectives. Effective schools therefore 

require both visionary leadership and 

efficient management. 

School management encompasses the 

systematic coordination of human, financial, 

physical, and instructional resources to 

facilitate effective teaching and learning. It 

includes activities such as budgeting, 

personnel administration, curriculum 

implementation, student discipline, 

infrastructure maintenance, school-

community relations, procurement, record 

keeping, and performance evaluation. These 

managerial functions ensure that educational 

institutions operate efficiently while 

supporting the achievement of educational 

goals. 

Contemporary educational management 

increasingly emphasises participatory 

governance, strategic resource utilisation, 

accountability, transparency, and evidence-

based decision-making. Rather than relying 

exclusively on bureaucratic procedures, 

effective school management encourages 

collaboration among teachers, parents, 

learners, community members, government 

agencies, and development partners. Such 

collaborative management structures are 

particularly important in inclusive schools 
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where addressing learner diversity requires 

coordinated efforts across multiple 

stakeholders. 

In Nigeria, effective school management 

remains constrained by inadequate financial 

resources, limited administrative autonomy, 

shortages of qualified personnel, and weak 

institutional capacity. These challenges are 

particularly evident in public secondary 

schools, where principals often face 

increasing enrolments, insufficient 

instructional materials, inadequate 

infrastructure, and growing expectations for 

inclusive educational provision. 

Consequently, strengthening school 

management requires investments not only 

in infrastructure but also in leadership 

development, institutional capacity building, 

policy implementation, and professional 

learning systems. 

The integration of leadership and 

management functions is therefore essential 

for effective inclusive education. While 

leadership provides strategic direction and 

organisational vision, management ensures 

that available resources are efficiently 

utilised to translate educational policies into 

classroom practice. Successful inclusive 

schools require both effective leadership and 

sound management operating in a 

complementary manner. 

 

Inclusive Education 

Inclusive education has emerged as one of 

the defining educational philosophies of the 

twenty-first century. It represents a 

fundamental shift from traditional 

educational models that separated learners 

according to disability, learning ability, or 

other personal characteristics towards 

educational systems that accommodate 

diversity within mainstream learning 

environments. 

The concept extends beyond the integration 

of learners with disabilities into regular 

classrooms. Rather, it encompasses the 

removal of all forms of educational 

exclusion arising from disability, gender, 

ethnicity, language, religion, poverty, 

migration, conflict, or other socio-economic 

circumstances. Inclusive education seeks to 

ensure that every learner participates fully in 

meaningful learning experiences while 

receiving appropriate academic and social 

support. 

According to UNESCO (2020), inclusive 

education is a process of strengthening the 

capacity of education systems to reach all 

learners by identifying and removing 

barriers to participation and achievement. 

Similarly, the Revised National Policy on 

Inclusive Education in Nigeria (2023) 

defines inclusive education as the provision 

of equitable, accessible, and quality 

education that accommodates the diverse 

learning needs of all children within the 

same educational environment. Inclusive 

education requires more than physical 

placement of learners with disabilities in 

mainstream classrooms. It demands 

curriculum adaptation, differentiated 

instruction, flexible assessment practices, 

assistive technologies, teacher professional 

development, supportive school leadership, 

accessible infrastructure, and active 

collaboration among educators, families, and 

communities. 

 

 

Theoretical Review 

This paper is reviewed five complementary 

leadership theories that collectively explain 

how effective school leadership can 

strengthen inclusive education practices. 

 

Transformational Leadership Theory 

Originally developed by Burns (1978) and 

expanded by Bass (1985), Transformational 

Leadership Theory argues that effective 

leaders inspire followers to transcend 

personal interests in pursuit of shared 

organisational goals. Transformational 
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leaders motivate employees through vision, 

intellectual stimulation, individual 

consideration, and inspirational motivation. 

Within inclusive schools, transformational 

principals create shared visions of 

educational equity, encourage innovation in 

classroom practice, promote teacher 

professional learning, and cultivate 

organisational cultures characterised by 

trust, collaboration, and continuous 

improvement. Empirical studies consistently 

identify transformational leadership as one 

of the strongest predictors of school 

improvement and teacher commitment. 

(UNESCO, 2020). 

 

Instructional Leadership Theory 

Instructional leadership focuses primarily on 

improving teaching and learning. Rather 

than concentrating exclusively on 

administrative responsibilities, instructional 

leaders actively supervise curriculum 

implementation, monitor classroom 

instruction, evaluate teaching effectiveness, 

and facilitate teacher professional 

development. (Hallinger, 2011; UNESCO, 

2020; Ainscow, 2020). 

For inclusive education, instructional 

leadership is particularly important because 

it ensures that classroom practices 

accommodate learner diversity through 

differentiated instruction, continuous 

assessment, inclusive pedagogy, and 

curriculum adaptation. 

 

Distributed Leadership Theory 

Distributed leadership rejects the notion that 

leadership resides exclusively in the 

principal. Instead, leadership responsibilities 

are shared among teachers, departmental 

heads, students, parents, and other 

stakeholders according to expertise and 

organisational needs. 

Inclusive education depends heavily on 

collaborative problem-solving involving 

special educators, classroom teachers, 

counsellors, parents, and community 

organisations. Distributed leadership 

therefore provides an effective framework 

for managing learner diversity through 

collective expertise and shared 

responsibility. (UNESCO, 2020) 

 

Situational Leadership Theory 

Situational Leadership Theory, developed 

by Hersey and Blanchard, proposes that no 

single leadership style is universally 

effective. Rather, leaders should adapt their 

leadership behaviours according to the 

competence, commitment, and 

developmental needs of followers. 

Inclusive schools require flexible leadership 

because learner needs, teacher capacities, 

and institutional contexts continually evolve. 

Principals therefore need adaptive leadership 

approaches capable of responding to 

changing educational circumstances. 

 

Path–Goal Leadership Theory 

Developed by House (1971), Path–Goal 

Theory argues that effective leaders 

facilitate follower performance by removing 

obstacles, clarifying expectations, providing 

necessary resources, and motivating 

individuals towards organisational goals. 

Torukwein (2021) 

In inclusive education, school leaders 

operationalise this theory by providing 

accessible learning environments, adequate 

instructional resources, professional 

development opportunities, and institutional 

support that enable teachers and learners to 

achieve educational success. (Northouse, 

2022). 

 

Challenges of School Leadership for 

Inclusive Education in Nigerian Public 

Secondary Schools 

Despite Nigeria's commitment to inclusive 

education through the National Policy on 

Education (2014) and the Revised National 

Policy on Inclusive Education (2023), 
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implementation remains the pressing 

challenges. These challenges reduce the 

capacity of school leaders to establish and 

sustain inclusive learning environments. 

 

Inadequate Funding 

Funding remains one of the greatest barriers 

to inclusive education worldwide. 

Successful implementation requires 

accessible infrastructure, assistive 

technologies, specialised instructional 

materials, learner support services, and 

continuous teacher development. However, 

public expenditure on education in many 

low- and middle-income countries, 

including Nigeria, remains insufficient to 

meet these requirements (UNESCO, 2020; 

Federal Republic of Nigeria, 2023; World 

Bank, 2022). Funding remains one of the 

most persistent obstacles to inclusive 

education.  

 

Insufficient Leadership Preparation 

Many school principals assume leadership 

positions based primarily on seniority or 

administrative experience rather than 

specialised preparation in educational 

leadership or inclusive education. As a 

result, they may possess limited 

competencies in change management, 

inclusive instructional leadership, 

stakeholder collaboration, and evidence-

based school improvement. Continuous 

leadership development therefore remains 

essential.  

 

Inadequate Teacher Capacity 

Teacher competence remains central to 

successful inclusive education. 

Nevertheless, many teachers in Nigerian 

public secondary schools have received 

limited preparation in differentiated 

instruction, curriculum adaptation, 

classroom assessment for diverse learners, 

and the use of assistive technologies. 

Without sustained professional 

development, school leaders face difficulties 

in implementing inclusive instructional 

practices.. Many teachers require further 

preparation in differentiated instruction, 

Universal Design for Learning, curriculum 

adaptation, formative assessment, and 

assistive technologies (UNESCO, 2020; 

European Agency for Special Needs and 

Inclusive Education, 2022). 

 

Poor School Infrastructure 

Numerous public secondary schools lack 

accessible classrooms, ramps, adapted 

toilets, tactile pathways, appropriate 

lighting, and assistive technologies required 

by learners with disabilities. These 

infrastructural deficiencies create physical 

barriers that limit learner participation and 

undermine the goals of inclusive education. 

 

Negative Attitudes and Socio-Cultural 

Barriers 

Negative societal perceptions regarding 

disability continue to influence educational 

participation in some communities. Stigma, 

discrimination, and misconceptions may 

discourage families from enrolling children 

with disabilities in mainstream schools. 

School leaders therefore have an important 

advocacy role in promoting awareness, 

fostering acceptance, and building inclusive 

school cultures. (UNESCO, 2020; UNICEF, 

2021). 

 

Weak Policy Implementation and 

Monitoring 

Although Nigeria has developed strong 

policy frameworks supporting inclusive 

education, implementation remains uneven 

because of weak monitoring systems, 

limited institutional coordination, inadequate 

funding, and insufficient accountability 

mechanisms (Federal Republic of Nigeria, 

2023) 
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Strategies for Strengthening School 

Leadership for Inclusive Education 

Addressing these challenges requires 

coordinated interventions involving 

governments, school leaders, teacher 

education institutions, communities, and 

development partners. 

 

Leadership Development and Continuous 

Professional Learning 
Governments should institutionalise 

continuous professional development 

programmes for principals focusing on 

transformational leadership, instructional 

leadership, inclusive education management, 

conflict resolution, educational technology, 

and strategic planning. Leadership 

preparation programmes should combine 

theoretical knowledge with practical 

mentoring and coaching. (OECD, 2020) 

 

Improving Resource Allocation 
Governments should increase investment in 

inclusive education through equitable 

funding formulas that prioritise schools 

serving diverse learner populations. 

Additional resources should be directed 

towards assistive technologies, specialised 

instructional materials, accessible 

infrastructure, and learner support services. 

(World Bank, 2022) 

 

Enhancing Stakeholder Collaboration 
Effective inclusive education requires 

partnerships among school leaders, teachers, 

parents, community organisations, health 

professionals, civil society organisations, 

and development partners. Collaborative 

governance structures promote shared 

responsibility, resource mobilisation, and 

collective problem-solving. (Ainscow, 2020; 

UNESCO, 2020) 

 

CONCLUSION 

Inclusive education has become a defining 

priority of contemporary educational reform 

because it promotes equity, participation, 

social justice, and quality learning for all 

learners. This integrative review indicates 

that effective school leadership and 

management are indispensable for the 

successful implementation of inclusive 

education in Nigerian public secondary 

schools. Leadership practices such as 

developing a shared vision, promoting 

teacher professional development, 

strengthening instructional supervision, 

encouraging stakeholder collaboration, and 

adopting evidence-based decision-making 

contribute to creating inclusive learning 

environments. 

The review further indicated that although 

Nigeria has made important policy 

commitments towards inclusive education, 

implementation continues to be hindered by 

inadequate funding, limited leadership 

preparation, insufficient teacher capacity, 

infrastructural deficiencies, and weak 

institutional support. Addressing these 

challenges requires sustained investments in 

leadership development, teacher education, 

infrastructure, educational technology, and 

collaborative governance. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Based on the review, the following 

suggestions are advanced: 

1. Governments should institutionalise 

mandatory leadership development 

programmes for school principals 

focusing on inclusive educational 

leadership. 

2. Ministries of Education should 

strengthen implementation and 

monitoring of the Revised National 

Policy on Inclusive Education through 

clearly defined accountability 

mechanisms. 

3. Teacher education institutions should 

integrate inclusive pedagogies, Universal 

Design for Learning, differentiated 
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instruction, and assistive technologies 

into teacher preparation programmes.  
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