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Abstract

The objective of this study was to identify, describe, and synthesize how inclusive ped-
agogies are conceptualized and implemented in HE and to summarize the main results
reported regarding teaching practices that address classroom diversity. Following the
PRISMA 2020 guidelines, empirical studies published between 2015 and 2025 in WoS,
Scopus, ERIC, SciELO, and DOAJ were retrieved. Methodological quality and risk of
bias were appraised using JBI tools. Given the heterogeneity of designs and outcomes,
findings were synthesized through narrative and thematic analysis. Nineteen studies met
the inclusion criteria. Four thematic domains emerged: inclusive teaching strategies in
HE classrooms, students’ perceptions and experiences, institutional policies and practices
aimed at inclusion, and resources and support for inclusive teaching. The evidence dis-
plays the predominance of classroom-level approaches (active learning, UDL, and DI),
while institution-wide, systemic inclusion remains less consistently developed. Faculty
beliefs and access to sustained professional development are central enablers, or barriers,
to implementation. Despite growing references to inclusive frameworks, a persistent gap
exists between institutional discourse and everyday teaching practice. Advanced inclusive
pedagogies in HE require a multilevel approach that aligns classroom practices, faculty
development, curricular coherence, and institutional policies. Future research should em-
ploy more robust and comparative designs to strengthen the evidence base across diverse
HE contexts.

Keywords: inclusive education; teaching practices; teacher training; educational diversity;
educational equity

1. Introduction
The concept of inclusion has been integrated into the educational policies of countries

around the world, as Ainscow [1] notes, following guidelines, agreements, or declarations
made at the level of international organizations, such as the Salamanca Declaration [2]. This
concept, in its origins, related to a conception restricted to special education, viewed and
based on a medical condition of difference [3]. However, today it refers to an institutional
framework that considers the individual needs of all students to achieve quality learning [4],
where the Regional Office for Education in Latin America and the Caribbean and the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (OREALC/UNESCO) consider
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inclusion to be the process of constantly seeking better ways to respond to student diversity.
According to Crisol [5] and Moriña [6], inclusive education involves delivering appropriate
educational responses for all learners, ensuring opportunities that support their academic
development through methodological strategies designed to promote meaningful and
lifelong learning.

Concerning inclusive teaching methods, it is also established that these should consider
not only people with special educational needs (SEN), but also all types of causes of
exclusion, discrimination, or marginalization from education: ethnic or linguistic minority
status, migration, abuse, rurality, indigenous population membership, and poverty, among
others [4,7–9]. Although some researchers continue to associate inclusion exclusively with
disability, the recent literature highlights the need to adopt a broader conceptualization
to support all students across diverse educational contexts [10,11]. Research on inclusive
education remains incipient and has largely been framed by paradigms associated with
special educational needs [12–14]. Moreover, the bulk of these studies has focused on
non-university educational levels [15], particularly primary and secondary education [16].
Despite the sustained increase in interest in inclusive education within higher education,
the available empirical evidence remains fragmented, characterized by isolated studies,
heterogeneous conceptual approaches, and a lack of up-to-date systematic syntheses that
would enable an integrated understanding of how these practices are conceptualized,
implemented, and evaluated at this level.

The educational approach of pedagogies for inclusion is grounded in paradigms of
social justice and the pursuit of equity in an educational domain that, particularly in HE,
tends to be hierarchical, homogenizing, and elitist [10]. This shift toward pedagogies for
inclusion is based on social constructivism, which emphasizes the collaborative nature of
learning, and a critical and emancipatory conception of education [10]. A study by the
United Nations Children’s Fund stablished in Sharma [17] indicates that teacher educators’
limited experience with inclusive education hinders the translation of theoretical frame-
works into practical guidance for pre-service teachers. In the United Kingdom, for example,
Atanasova and Papen [14] highlight that research on inclusive education at the univer-
sity level remains scarce—particularly work focused on university teaching staff—even
though instructors are pivotal to advancing the inclusion of all students in higher educa-
tion [18,19]. In Australia, it has been noted that the implementation of inclusive practices
in university teaching requires changes that extend beyond classroom pedagogy and are
shaped by institutional discourse and directives at leadership levels [20]. Taken together,
these theoretical foundations, empirical gaps, and institutional conditions converge on a
practical imperative: enabling instructors to enact inclusive pedagogies in the classroom.
Addressing student diversity in the classroom entails mastery of a repertoire of varied
teaching strategies constitutive of a pedagogy for inclusion, which instructors must develop
to ensure the attainment of competencies mandated by the university curriculum.

Accordingly, this study arises from the challenges faced by university instructors from
HE institutions who are confronted with the task of teaching in increasingly diverse class-
rooms while training professionals in a wide range of disciplinary fields. When considering
different disciplines, it is possible to note that, for example, faculty in science, technology,
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields have made efforts to render their teaching
practices more inclusive and responsive to the diverse student populations entering univer-
sities [21]. However, these instructors have been trained in traditional environments that
prioritize research over teaching, which creates a weakness in the development of inclusive
pedagogical practices and their underlying principles [22,23]. In contrast, in non-STEM
programs (such as education, the humanities, and the social sciences), inclusive strategies
are implemented in the classroom more frequently and with greater ease than in STEM
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programs [21]. Moreover, Carrillo-Sierra et al. [23] report that teacher education programs
exhibit stronger attitudes toward and more consistent implementation of inclusive peda-
gogical practices. In summary, and as highlighted by Schmelkes and Ballesteros [24] and
Slot et al. [25], teachers, in general, often lack the knowledge required to work in inclusive
teaching contexts, a lack of preparation reported by teachers from 48 countries [26] and
by both in-service and pre-service teachers [27,28], even though the concept of diversity
is closely associated with terms such as inequality and marginalization [29]. Although
teacher education institutions have made progress in incorporating teaching competencies
to address this diversity, such competencies remain largely at the discourse level; they have
not yet been translated into concrete pedagogical implementation [4,24]. Therefore, this
systematic review aimed to identify, describe, and synthesize how inclusive pedagogies
are conceptualized and implemented in HE and to summarize the main results reported
regarding teaching practices that address classroom diversity.

2. Materials and Methods
This systematic review, conducted in accordance with the methodological procedures

outlined in the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) statement [30], which can be revised at the Supplementary Materials, maps how
inclusive pedagogies in HE are conceptualized and implemented across the published
literature. This approach ensures transparency, duplicability, and validity throughout all
stages of the review process.

2.1. Search Strategy

The search strategy was developed following the guidelines of the Peer Review of
Electronic Search Strategies (PRESS) model, which provides methodological standards
for designing and validating systematic search strategies in electronic databases. A com-
prehensive search was carried out on the Web of Science (WOS), Scopus, ERIC, SciELO,
and DOAJ databases, selected for their relevance to the fields of education and the social
sciences. These databases were chosen to ensure broad coverage of the peer-reviewed
literature in both international and regional contexts. The overarching Boolean search
equation applied was (“inclusion” OR “inclusive pedagogy” OR “inclusive pedagogies”
OR “inclusive teaching” OR “inclusive education” OR “inclusive strategies” OR “inclusive
classroom” OR “inclusive pedagogy practice” OR “inclusive practice” OR “inclusive teach-
ing practice” OR “inclusive classes” OR “inclusion teaching” OR “inclusion pedagogy”)
AND (“pedagogy” OR “teacher training” OR “teacher practice” OR “teacher education” OR
“training practices” OR “teaching methodologies” OR “teaching strategies” OR “instruc-
tional strategy” OR “methodological strategies” OR “teaching techniques”) AND (“higher
education” OR “university classroom” OR “university” OR “university instruction” OR
“postsecondary setting”).

The search was restricted to the fields of title, abstract, and keywords and to arti-
cles published between January 2015 and October 2025 written in English, Spanish, or
Portuguese and available in full text. Additionally, a manual search of references from
the selected studies was conducted to identify relevant works that might not have been
captured through the automated search.

2.2. Selection and Eligibility Criteria

The studies were selected based on predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria, as
detailed in Table 1. Articles were considered eligible if they addressed inclusive pedagogical
practices that were developed or examined within higher education contexts, regardless of
whether they employed quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-methods approaches.
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Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria for studies.

Category Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria

1. Population/Context University faculty, higher education
students, or teacher educators.

Studies conducted in primary or secondary
education and non-university populations.

2. Intervention/
Phenomenon of Interest

Application, analysis, or evaluation of
inclusive pedagogical strategies, practices,
or methodologies.

Studies on social, labor, or technological
inclusion not related to pedagogical practice.

3. Outcomes
Outcomes, perceptions, or effects on
inclusion, equity, learning, or
teacher development.

Studies without empirical results or without
linkage to inclusive processes.

4. Study Type
Empirical studies with qualitative,
quantitative, mixed-methods, or
quasi-experimental designs.

Narrative reviews; grey literature (theses,
conference abstracts, technical reports, or
letters to the editor).

5. Publication Period 2015–2025. Studies published before 2015.
6. Language English, Spanish, or Portuguese. Other languages.

The predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied sequentially during the
screening process. In the first stage, titles and abstracts were reviewed to exclude studies
that did not clearly address inclusive pedagogical practices in higher education or did not
meet the population/context criteria. In the second stage, the full texts of potentially eligible
studies were assessed to confirm their compliance with the study design, empirical nature,
and relevance to inclusive pedagogies in HE. Each criterion was operationalized through a
screening guide previously agreed upon by the review team. Reasons for exclusion at the
full-text stage were documented and reported in the PRISMA flow diagram to enhance the
transparency and reproducibility of the review process.

2.3. Study Selection Process

The study selection process followed the stages established by the PRISMA 2020 state-
ment: identification, selection, eligibility, and inclusion [30]. In the first stage, potentially
relevant records were identified through database searches. Duplicates were removed
using the Rayyan web platform (Rayyan Systems Inc., Cambridge, MA, USA: web-based
version available at https://new.rayyan.ai). Titles and abstracts were screened to exclude
studies that did not meet the predefined inclusion criteria.

The selection of studies was carried out independently by two reviewers, who assessed
the relevance of each record based on the study population, the phenomenon of interest,
the reported results, and the higher education context. Empirical studies addressing
inclusive pedagogical practices implemented or examined in university settings were
considered eligible. In the third stage, full-text articles were reviewed to confirm eligibility.
Discrepancies between reviewers were resolved through consensus and, when necessary, by
consulting a third reviewer. The complete process is summarized in the PRISMA 2020 flow
diagram (Figure 1). Prior to the formal screening process, the two mentioned reviewers
conducted a pilot screening of a random subset of records to calibrate the application of the
inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure consistency in decision-making. The screening
protocol and eligibility criteria were refined based on this calibration exercise. Regular
consensus meetings were held throughout the screening process to minimize selection bias
and enhance the reliability of study inclusion decisions.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart.

2.4. Data Extraction

Data extraction was performed independently by two reviewers using a pre-designed
extraction matrix to ensure consistency and reproducibility in the process [31]. Discrepan-
cies in the extracted information were resolved by consensus and, when necessary, with
the participation of a third reviewer [32]. For each included study, the following variables
were extracted: (a) bibliographic data and country of origin; (b) methodological charac-
teristics (study design, participants, educational context, and data collection instruments);
(c) description of the intervention or phenomenon of interest (type of inclusive pedagogical
practice and duration, when reported); and (d) main results and conclusions related to
inclusive pedagogical practices in HE.

Before full data extraction, the reviewers piloted the extraction matrix on a subset
of included studies to ensure the clarity, completeness, and consistency of the categories.
The extraction template was iteratively refined to capture methodological, contextual, and
substantive dimensions of inclusive pedagogies in higher education. All extracted data
were cross-checked, and discrepancies were resolved through discussion and consensus,
thereby strengthening the credibility and auditability of the synthesized findings.

2.5. Assessment of Methodological Quality and Risk of Bias

Given that the included studies were mainly qualitative, mixed-methods, or quasi-
experimental designs, the Joanna Briggs Institute (JBI) critical appraisal tool, adapted to
the educational research context [33], was applied to assess methodological quality and
risk of bias. The assessment was organized into four domains: selection, information,
confounding, and methodology, covering eight criteria (D1–D8), as presented in Table 2.
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Each item was independently assessed by two reviewers and classified as having a
low risk, moderate risk, or high risk of bias. Discrepancies were resolved by consensus
or, when necessary, with the mediation of a third reviewer. The results of the appraisal
are presented graphically, using a “traffic-light” diagram, which provides a concise visual
summary of the distribution of the risk of bias across the evaluated domains (see Figures 2
and 3). In this visualization, green represents low risk, yellow represents moderate risk,
and red represents high risk of bias. This analysis allowed for a weighted interpretation of
the overall methodological quality of the included studies, assigning greater interpretive
value to those with lower risk in the final synthesis of findings.

 

Figure 2. Summary plot of risk of bias.

 

Figure 3. Traffic-light chart showing the risk of bias in the selected studies.
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Table 2. Risk of bias assessment of included studies.

Domain Code Assessment Criterion Guiding Question

Selection D1 Clearly defined
inclusion criteria.

Were the inclusion and exclusion criteria for sample or
participant selection clearly defined?

D2 Description of context
and participants.

Were the study subjects, their institutional context, and the
characteristics of the educational setting described in
sufficient detail?

Information D3 Measurement of
exposure/intervention.

Was the intervention (inclusive strategy or practice)
measured or described in a valid and reliable manner?

D4 Measurement of condition
or outcome variable.

Were objective, standardized, and consistent criteria used
to assess outcomes (e.g., perceptions, learning,
and competencies)?

Confounding D5
Identification of
confounding variables
or factors.

Were potential factors that could have affected the results
identified (such as institutional context, prior training,
sample size, etc.)?

D6 Control or management
of confounding.

Were strategies established to control for or explain
confounding factors (e.g., comparisons, triangulation, or
robust qualitative analysis)?

Methodology D7 Validity of measurements
and outcomes.

Were outcomes measured in a valid, coherent manner and
theoretically grounded?

D8
Data analysis and
methodological
transparency.

Was the data analysis appropriate, justified, and consistent
with the study objectives?

2.6. Data Synthesis Strategy

Due to the methodological, conceptual, and result heterogeneity of the included stud-
ies, a meta-analysis was not feasible. Consequently, a narrative and thematic synthesis of
the findings was carried out, following the PRISMA 2020 recommendations for systematic
reviews without statistical synthesis [31]. In the first stage, the studies were organized
according to their methodological and contextual characteristics, considering the study
design (quantitative, qualitative, or mixed method), the educational context, and the partic-
ipants’ profiles. This information is presented descriptively in Table 3, which provides an
overview of the characteristics of the included studies.

Subsequently, an inductive thematic analysis process was conducted through a sys-
tematic comparison of the study objectives, the inclusive teaching practices described,
and the main results reported in each article. Based on this analysis, the studies were
grouped according to the predominant theme of inclusive pedagogy addressed (inclusive
pedagogical strategies in the classroom, students’ perceptions and experiences, institutional
policies and practices for inclusion, and resources and supports for inclusive teaching),
as well as according to the results reported in relation to educational inclusion, learning,
equity, and teacher development. The thematic synthesis of these findings is presented in
Table 4.

The assessment of methodological quality and risk of bias of the included studies
is summarized in Figure 3. This appraisal was considered interpretatively during the
analysis, with greater weight assigned to studies presenting a lower risk of bias in the
discussion of the findings. The presentation of the results combines descriptive tables and
a narrative synthesis to provide an integrated and contextually grounded understanding of
the evidence. The complete process of identification, screening, exclusion, and inclusion of
studies is shown in Figure 1, corresponding to the PRISMA 2020 flow diagram.
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2.7. Thematic Analysis and Synthesis of Data

The thematic analysis [34] was conducted following an inductive and interpretive
approach appropriate for synthesizing heterogeneous qualitative and mixed-methods
evidence in higher education research. Thematic analysis is widely recognized as a flexible
and rigorous method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns across qualitative
data, particularly in systematic reviews aimed at integrating findings from diverse contexts
and study designs.

In this review, thematic synthesis was used as an analytical strategy to move beyond de-
scriptive aggregation of findings toward the identification of recurrent conceptual patterns
in the conceptualization and implementation of inclusive pedagogies in HE. This approach
is consistent with narrative synthesis frameworks for reviews without meta-analysis, which
emphasize the development of higher-order interpretive themes to generate integrated
understandings of complex educational phenomena.

The analytical process involved three iterative stages: (i) line-by-line coding of the
findings reported in the results and discussion sections of each included study; (ii) orga-
nization of codes into preliminary descriptive categories through constant comparison
across studies; and (iii) abstraction of analytical themes that captured broader dimensions
of inclusive pedagogical practices in HE. Throughout this process, analytical decisions
were discussed among the reviewers to enhance the reflexivity, coherence, and credibility
of the final thematic structure.

3. Results
3.1. Selection of Studies

The process of identifying, selecting, and determining the eligibility of studies is
presented in Figure 1, corresponding to the PRISMA 2020 flow diagram. The search
conducted in the Web of Science, Scopus, ERIC, SciELO, and DOAJ databases identified a
total of 2050 records. In addition, a manual screening of the reference lists of the included
studies did not yield any additional eligible records beyond those identified through
database searches. After removing 77 duplicates, 1973 records were screened by title and
abstract, of which 1929 were excluded for not meeting the inclusion criteria. Subsequently,
44 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility, of which 25 were excluded for reasons such
as not addressing inclusive teaching practices in HE, not presenting empirical results, or
not aligning with the defined phenomenon of interest. Ultimately, a total of 19 studies met
all the eligibility criteria and were included in the final synthesis.

3.2. General Characteristics of the Included Studies

The general characteristics of the 19 studies included are summarized in Table 3. In
terms of geographical distribution, the studies were mainly conducted in Europe, with a
higher concentration in Spain, followed by the United States, Brazil, and Indonesia. This
geographical diversity reflects the growing international interest in inclusive pedagogies
in HE.

Regarding methodological design, qualitative and mixed-methods studies predom-
inate, while a smaller number correspond to non-experimental or quasi-experimental
quantitative designs. Participants mainly included university instructors, HE students,
and, in some cases, teacher educators. The studies were carried out in both public and
private universities.
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Table 3. Descriptive characteristics of the included studies.

N◦ References Country Type of
Study/Design Participants Educational

Context Tool(s) Type of Inclusive
Teaching Practice Duration/Frequency Key Findings

1 [35] Spain Qualitative
n = 119
university
instructors

10 public
universities

Semi-structured
interviews;
classroom
observation

Project-based learning;
flipped classroom;
cooperative learning;
gamification; case study.

2017–2018

University instructors trust
students’ abilities, plan flexibly,
and employ active strategies
with continuous feedback.

2 [36] Mexico
Mixed
(descriptive,
cross-sectional)

n = 314
pre-service
teach-
ers/teacher
educators

Normal school
for teacher
training

Observation

Time management;
teacher–student
relationship; pedagogical
reflection; collaborative
work.

Not reported

High appreciation of teacher
educators’ inclusive practices
and positive attitudes
toward inclusion.

3 [37] Brazil Qualitative
n = 20
pre-service
teachers

Public
university Not reported Production of inclusive

teaching resources.
2 academic
semesters

Advancement of pedagogical
knowledge and utilization of
replicable multisensory
resources within
teacher training.

4 [38] USA Qualitative
n = 92
pre-service
teachers

Public
university Questionnaire Inclusive planning;

translanguaging. 1 academic semester

Integration of linguistic and
cultural resources with a
positive impact on
inclusive learning.

5 [39] Chile Interpretive,
qualitative

n = 12
university
instructors

Public
university Interviews Personalized teaching;

inclusive assessment. Not reported

University instructors
demonstrate inclusive
competencies; however, they
face constraints in terms of
resources and
institutional support.

6 [40] Ghana Qualitative

n = 1.002
teacher
educators/
pre-service
teachers

Four public
teacher
education
institutions

Questionnaire
Learning environments;
student disposition
and interest.

Not reported

Discrepancies in the perceived
use of differentiated instruction
(DI) between teacher educators
and pre-service teachers.

7 [41] USA Case study
n = not reported
pre-service
teachers

Public
university

Documentary
analysis

Readings on
disability; UDL. Not reported

Recommendations for
integrating disability, UDL,
and ableism analysis into
teacher training.
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Table 3. Cont.

N◦ References Country Type of
Study/Design Participants Educational

Context Tool(s) Type of Inclusive
Teaching Practice Duration/Frequency Key Findings

8 [42] Spain Mixed

n = 92
teacher
educators/
pre-service
teachers

University Questionnaire;
focus groups Project-based learning. Not reported

High levels of satisfaction and
achievement of inclusive
learning objectives.

9 [43] Spain Quasi-
experimental

n = 113
pre-service
teachers

University of
Almeria Pre-posttest Game-based learning;

service learning. 2021–2022
Active methodologies promote
inclusive learning and the
design of teaching resources.

10 [44] Ecuador Qualitative
n = 428
university
instructors

University of
Cuenca

Inclusion index
(adapted)

Inclusive learning;
institutional policies;
inclusive practices.

Not reported
Moderate level of institutional
inclusion, with weaknesses in
inclusive policies.

11 [45] USA Mixed
n = 115
university
instructors

University Questionnaire;
group feedback

Active learning;
collaborative work;
assessment reform.

3 years
Improvement of inclusive
attitudes and awareness of
diversity in STEM contexts.

12 [46] Spain Quantitative
n = 255
university
instructors

Rey Juan Carlos
University Questionnaire UDL; use of technology;

curriculum adaptations. 2019

Widespread adoption of UDL
practices despite initially low
levels of conceptual
understanding of
the framework.

13 [47] Indonesia Case study
n = 1
university
instructor

University Interviews;
observation UDL; DI. 16 academic

semesters

Institutional policies and UDL
support inclusion; however,
insufficient training and
resources remain a challenge.

14 [48] Spain
Non-
experimental,
quantitative

n = 313
university
instructors

University of
Alicante Questionnaire

Advanced material;
cooperative groups;
visual aids.

2018–2019
Frequent use of visual support
and differences in perceptions
according to the subject area.

15 [49] Indonesia Qualitative (case
study)

n = 60
pre-service
teachers

University Questionnaire;
open interview

Social learning; positive
environment; games
and movement.

1 semester

The MS-SiPAO model
enhances inclusive practices
and supports
competency attainment.

16 [50] Brazil Descriptive,
qualitative

n = 3
pre-service
teachers

Private
university

Interview;
observation

Group work;
mediated interaction. Not reported

Communication barriers
persist due to a lack of sign
language knowledge.
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Table 3. Cont.

N◦ References Country Type of
Study/Design Participants Educational

Context Tool(s) Type of Inclusive
Teaching Practice Duration/Frequency Key Findings

17 [51] Spain Descriptive,
quantitative

n = 300
university
instructors

University of
Jaén

Questionnaire
(TASN-Q)

Flexibility of attendance;
student autonomy. 3 months

University instructors perceive
themselves as insufficiently
prepared to support students
with disabilities.

18 [52] Spain/
USA

Comparative,
quantitative

n = 330
pre-service
teachers

Two public
universities

TEIP and OLTI
scales

Inclusive education;
interprofessional
collaboration.

Not reported

Greater opportunities for
inclusive learning are
associated with higher levels of
teacher self-efficacy.

19 [53] Pakistan Qualitative
n = 24
pre-service
teachers

Two public
universities

Narrative
interview

DI; cooperative learning;
3H model. 6 weeks

Practical experiences enhance
pre-service teachers’
confidence and
inclusive attitudes.

Note: n corresponds to the sample size. The studies were classified by the authors according to the main methodological design described. Inclusive pedagogical practices are presented
in a synthetic form; a single study may include more than one strategy. When information was not specified, it was indicated as “not reported”. Key findings are presented in a
summarized form for descriptive purposes and do not imply a comparison of effectiveness between the studies included.
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With respect to the educational context, most of the research was conducted in initial
teacher education subjects or in programs related to the social sciences, education, and
health; that is, in university contexts. The inclusive pedagogical practices addressed were
diverse, including active teaching strategies, project-based learning, Universal Design
for Learning (UDL), collaborative work, use of technologies, gamification, and curricular
adaptations, among others.

3.3. Methodological Quality and Risk of Bias of the Studies

The assessment of the methodological quality and risk of bias of the included studies
is presented in Figures 2 and 3. Overall, the studies showed a low to moderate risk of bias
in the domains related to the description of the context and participants, as well as in the
clarity of the objectives and the phenomenon of interest. However, some recurring method-
ological limitations were identified, particularly concerning the control of confounding
factors, the use of standardized instruments for outcome measurement, and the absence
of robust longitudinal or comparative designs. These limitations were considered in the
interpretation of the results, giving greater analytical weight to studies that presented a
lower risk of bias and stronger methodological consistency.

3.4. Thematic Synthesis of Inclusive Pedagogical Practices

Based on the narrative and thematic analysis [34] of the included studies, whose
general characteristics are presented in Table 3, four main thematic domains were identi-
fied, encompassing the inclusive pedagogical practices developed in HE. These domains
emerged from the systematic comparison of pedagogical approaches, implementation
contexts, and results reported in the studies analyzed. They are synthesized in Table 4,
along with the main subcategories, forms of implementation, and associated overall results.

Table 4. Thematical synthesis of inclusive pedagogical practices and their findings.

Thematic
Category Subcategory References Synthetic Description Implementation in HE Overall Findings

Inclusive teaching
strategies in HE
classrooms

Inclusive
instructional
planning and
methodologies.

[35,43,44,46,48,51,53]

Intentional design of
teaching/learning
experiences that
account for
student diversity.

Project-based learning;
flipped classroom;
cooperative learning;
gamification; case
study method; UDL;
formative assessment.

Increased participation
and motivation;
improved access to
learning; persistent
pedagogical insecurity
among some
instructors.

Faculty’s
pedagogical beliefs
and dispositions.

[35,39,45,48,51,53]

Instructors’
convictions regarding
students’ abilities that
inform inclusive
teaching practice.

High expectations;
flexible instructional
methods; ongoing
feedback;
student-centered
approach.

Positive classroom
environment; enhanced
student engagement;
need to reinforce
inclusive pedagogical
preparation.

Students’
perceptions and
experiences

Inclusive learning
experience. [36,39,41,42,44,47]

Students’ evaluations
of the learning climate,
engagement, and
sense of belonging.

Flexible classroom
organization;
instructional support;
sensitization activities;
inclusive spatial
arrangement.

Predominantly positive
perceptions; increased
engagement and
motivation;
acknowledgment of
persistent barriers.

Students’ beliefs
about inclusion. [36,40,42,47]

Students’ views on
practices that facilitate
or hinder inclusion.

Respectful interaction;
active engagement;
recognition of diversity.

Awareness of diversity;
interest in inclusive
teaching practices; gaps
in training for the
future implementation
of inclusive
teaching practices.
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Table 4. Cont.

Thematic
Category Subcategory References Synthetic Description Implementation in HE Overall Findings

Institutional
policies and
practices aimed
at inclusion

Faculty
professional
development.

[38,49,52]

Training processes
aimed at
strengthening
inclusive
competencies.

Ongoing professional
development;
mentoring programs;
culturally responsive
pedagogies;
experiential learning
approaches.

Increased sensitivity to
inclusion; differences
by professional
category; demand for
contextualized training.

Inclusive curricular
programs. [38,47,49]

Curricular guidelines
that embed inclusive
principles in HE.

Integration of UDL and
DI; culturally
sustaining pedagogies;
theory–practice
coherence.

More equitable
learning environments;
strengthening of initial
and ongoing
teacher education.

Resources and
support for
inclusive teaching

Multisensory
instructional
materials.

[36,37,46–48,50]

Use of materials that
stimulate multiple
sensory channels to
facilitate learning.

Visual and tactile
support: Braille;
concrete materials; ICT;
development of locally
produced resources.

Advancing equitable
access and active
participation;
recognizing diversity as
a pedagogical resource.

Technology-based
and specialized
support.

[47,52,53]

Human and
technological supports
that enable and
strengthen classroom
inclusion.

Virtual platforms;
technology-based
assistive tools;
collaborative work
with specialized
professionals.

Strengthening student
engagement;
constraints on
resources and
institutional support
persist.

Note. The thematic categories and subcategories were developed through a narrative and thematic synthesis
of the analyzed studies, following the four thematic categories defined in Section 3.4. The descriptions and
implementations are presented in a concise manner for analytical purposes and may integrate more than one
inclusive pedagogical practice per study. The overall findings reflect common trends reported across the included
studies and do not constitute a direct comparison of effectiveness between interventions.

In line with the scope and methodological design of this systematic review, the results
are presented as a higher-order thematic synthesis aimed at integrating patterns and
trends across heterogeneous studies, rather than as a primary qualitative analysis of raw
textual data. Accordingly, the emphasis is placed on recurrent conceptual dimensions,
forms of implementation, and reported outcomes of inclusive pedagogical practices in HE,
instead of extensive verbatim quotations from individual studies. This approach allows
for analytical abstraction while preserving the diversity of contexts and methodological
designs represented in the evidence base.

3.4.1. Inclusive Teaching Strategies in HE Classrooms

The first group of studies focused on the implementation of inclusive instructional
strategies aimed at fostering active participation and learning among all students. Among
the most frequently reported strategies are project-based learning, cooperative learning,
the use of active methodologies, gamification, and the application of UDL principles. These
studies highlight lesson planning, methodological flexibility, and continuous feedback as
key elements in promoting inclusive learning environments. Likewise, they disclose that
teachers’ beliefs and teaching dispositions, such as holding high expectations of students’
abilities and adopting learning-centered approaches, directly influence the selection and
implementation of these inclusive strategies.

3.4.2. Students’ Perceptions and Experiences

A second set of studies addressed students’ perceptions and experiences regarding
inclusive teaching practices. As summarized in Table 4, the findings generally indicate
positive evaluations related to classroom climate, participation, motivation, and sense of
belonging. However, some studies reveal tensions associated with the lack of institutional
support, limited resources, or communication barriers, especially in contexts involving
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students with disabilities or linguistic diversity. These findings reflect the coexistence of
pedagogical advancements alongside persistent structural challenges in HE.

3.4.3. Institutional Policies and Practices Aimed at Inclusion

Another group of studies analyzed the role of institutional policies and practices in
the development of inclusive pedagogies in HE. The body of work emphasizes the im-
portance of clear regulatory frameworks, inclusive institutional cultures, and continuous
faculty professional development. In this regard, the studies highlight both the professional
development of teaching staff and the existence of curricula programs with an inclusive
orientation as fundamental elements for ensuring the coherence and sustainability of
inclusive pedagogical practices within universities.

3.4.4. Resources and Support for Inclusive Teaching

Finally, several studies emphasized the availability and use of resources and support
for inclusive teaching, such as adapted instructional materials, technological resources,
specialized support services, and collaborative work faculty and other professionals in-
volved in the education system. While progress has been made in the incorporation of these
resources, the evidence indicates that the lack of specific training, scarcity of resources, and
insufficient institutional support continue to be some of the main barriers to the effective
implementation of inclusive pedagogies in HE.

3.5. Overall Synthesis of Findings

The empirical literature reviewed provides an overview of how inclusive pedagogies
are currently being conceptualized and implemented in HE, as well as the existing gaps
that should be addressed to meet the academic needs of future professionals. The thematic
categories that emerged in this review directly respond to the research question and the
proposed objective, namely, the identification, description, and synthesis of how inclusive
pedagogies are conceptualized in HE. The analysis reveals that HE institutions adopt
various approaches to incorporating diversity and inclusion processes in the classroom,
with teacher education programs showing a particular emphasis on selecting and applying
methodologies and strategies needed to respond to student diversity. The findings also
indicate that the academic community more broadly acknowledges the need to address the
educational demands of the twenty-first century.

4. Discussion
The aim of this systematic review was to identify, describe, and synthesize how

inclusive pedagogies are conceptualized and implemented in HE and to summarize the
main results reported regarding teaching practices that address classroom diversity. In this
context, four thematic categories emerged, providing a coherent framework through which
the review objective can be addressed.

The first thematic category involves inclusive planning and methodologies, as
well as teachers’ beliefs and attitudes regarding students’ abilities that guide inclusive
practice [35,38,43,44,46,48,51,53]. The first category pertains to the implementation, by uni-
versity instructors, of strategies consistent with active learning to promote higher-order skill
development; nevertheless, the synthesis reveals persistent teaching insecurity concerning
the effectiveness of such implementation for student learning and motivation [43,46]. In
this sense, teachers’ convictions concerning students’ abilities and skills are directly linked
to the choice or selection of the praxis developed in the classroom [35,44,48], with a positive
educational environment being another factor to consider in strengthening meaningful
education consistent with contemporary educational requirements. Therefore, the need
to reinforce inclusive pedagogical training within academia so as to implement strategies
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grounded in theoretical and empirical knowledge of inclusive pedagogy [51,52], thereby
supporting the current academic endeavor, becomes evident.

The second thematic category pertains to students’ perceptions and experiences of
inclusive teaching and learning [36,42,47]. Students’ teaching beliefs and experiences are
consistent with those stated by university instructors, as noted in the previous paragraph,
although there is an emphasis on accompaniment, willingness, and recognition of diversity
within a flexible classroom organization. At the same time, there is also evidence of
training gaps and persistent barriers to inclusive teaching strategies that facilitate learning.
The literature converges on the application of strategies such as classroom organization
according to students’ needs, the use of active methodologies, and the emotional connection
or awareness of academics in the implementation of their teaching [36,42,44].

The third category pertains to institutional policies and practices that foster inclusion
through curriculum programs and teacher professional development [42,47,49,52]. Pre-
scribed curriculum implementation appears to have less relevance than the praxis enacted
by teachers, as the included studies generally report effective instructional strategies and
research-based approaches to appropriate teaching for promoting learning. In this sense,
although the integration of frameworks such as UDL and DI [41,46,47,53] is recognized
in some educational programs, gaps in theoretical and practical knowledge remain, often
linked to professional trajectories and the academic degrees of those delivering instruction.
Among the challenges of addressing diverse societies within HE, it is crucial to incorporate
changes not only of a pedagogical nature but also along ethical, cultural, and practical
dimensions, integrating locally relevant elements into the learning process [38,44,47]. The
above is particularly relevant since Sustainable Development Goal 4 of the United Nations
2030 Agenda, highlighted in Sharma [17], specifies the need to ensure inclusive, equitable,
and quality education to promote learning opportunities for all.

The fourth thematic category represents one of the fundamental pillars recurrently
highlighted in the analyzed scientific studies. Resources and supports, approached from
different perspectives, enable the creation of divergent learning environments tailored
to students’ needs [46]. The use of materials that stimulate multiple sensory channels
to promote learning [47,48] emerges as a challenging skill for academia to develop, as it
involves not only the implementation of teaching resources but also their design and the
inherent purpose of their use [36,52,53]. In this regard, technology must be considered as a
device of the globalized world that serves as a pedagogical scaffold that offers unrestricted
and permanent access to knowledge and information for educational communities. From
this perspective, a paradigm shift in university instruction is envisioned; that is, it becomes
necessary to construct and deconstruct beliefs regarding what is appropriate for developing
learning processes for all students.

A relevant limitation of this systematic review concerns the geographical distribution
of the included studies and the screening process. Although the search strategy was de-
signed to be comprehensive and yielded a large initial number of records, most exclusions
at the title/abstract and full-text stages were due to studies not being conducted in higher
education contexts, not reporting empirical data, or addressing inclusion not related to
pedagogical practices. In addition, empirical evidence from several world regions, particu-
larly pan-Asian higher education contexts, remains underrepresented in the final sample.
This underrepresentation was not intentional but reflects both the application of the pre-
defined inclusion criteria and the uneven visibility of research on inclusive pedagogies in
HE within the selected databases and languages. Consequently, the findings should be
interpreted with caution when extrapolating to Asian higher education systems, which
are characterized by diverse cultural, institutional, and policy contexts. Future reviews

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18052294

https://doi.org/10.3390/su18052294


Sustainability 2026, 18, 2294 16 of 19

could expand database coverage by including additional regional sources and languages to
capture a more globally representative evidence base.

The evidence analyzed indicates that inclusive pedagogical approaches are primarily
implemented or guided through classroom teaching strategies, students’ perceptions and
experiences, institutional policies and practices, and resources and supports for teach-
ing. While the reviewed articles point to favorable outcomes associated with educational
inclusion reflected in student participation, improved classroom climate, and positive
perceptions of inclusive teaching, it is important to note that the conceptual and method-
ological heterogeneity of the literature, together with the limited systematic evaluation of
effects, constrains cross-study comparisons and the identification of consistent results.

The implementation of inclusive practices or strategies based on theoretical and prac-
tical knowledge is a pressing demand within HE, as universities serve communities that
are culturally and structurally diverse. As previously noted, exposure to homogeneous
teaching practices places students from marginalized groups at a disadvantage, reducing
their opportunities for learning and academic success. As Hockings [54] points out, inclu-
sion is not merely an ethical or moral imperative, but a pedagogical necessity, as it has
been empirically demonstrated that inclusive instructional design improves engagement,
persistence, and achievement among all students, not only those labeled as at risk. There-
fore, this systematic review contributes to practical knowledge of what is currently being
done in this field, with the aim of continuing to build an area that remains necessary yet
underexplored in HE.

5. Conclusions
This systematic review identifies several convergent trends and key insights regarding

the current state of inclusive pedagogies in higher education. First, the evidence shows a
predominance of classroom-level inclusive strategies, such as active learning methodolo-
gies, UDL, and DI, while institution-wide, systemic approaches to inclusion remain less
developed and evaluated. This trend suggests that inclusive pedagogy in HE is still largely
driven by individual instructors’ initiatives rather than being embedded as a coherent
institutional framework.

Second, the findings highlight the central role of faculty beliefs, dispositions, and
professional development in shaping inclusive teaching practices. Instructors’ expectations
regarding students’ capabilities and their access to ongoing pedagogical training emerge as
critical enablers, or barriers, to the effective implementation of inclusive approaches. This
underscores the need for HE institutions to move beyond isolated training activities toward
sustained, contextually responsive faculty development models that explicitly address
inclusive pedagogy as a core dimension of teaching quality.

Third, integrative pedagogical frameworks such as UDL and DI are increasingly
referenced as guiding approaches for addressing classroom diversity in HE. However,
their application is often partial and uneven, reflecting gaps in conceptual understanding
and practical translation into everyday teaching practices. These data suggest the impor-
tance of strengthening theoretical grounding and practical operationalization of inclusive
frameworks in curriculum design and teaching evaluation processes.

Finally, a persistent gap is observed between institutional discourses on inclusion
and the systematic implementation of inclusive practices in HE classrooms. While policy
documents and strategic plans increasingly emphasize diversity and equity, the translation
of these commitments into concrete pedagogical, curricular, and support mechanisms
remains fragmented. Taken together, these insights suggest that advancing inclusive
pedagogies in HE requires a multilevel approach that aligns classroom practices, faculty
development, curricular coherence, and institutional policies. Future research should
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prioritize more robust, longitudinal, and comparative designs to assess the impact of
inclusive pedagogical approaches on student learning, participation, and equity outcomes
across diverse higher education contexts.
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