INNOVATIVE
THOUGHTS

INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH JOURNAL

ISSN 2321-5453 (PRINT)
ISSN 2347-5722 (ONLINE)

A PEER REVIEWED JOURNAL PUBLISHED SINCE 2013

VOLUME 12 ISSUE 1 AUGUST 2025

itirj.naspublishers.com




INNOVATIVE THOUGHTS ISSN 2321-5453 (Print) Volume 12, Issue 1, August 2025
INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH JOURNAL ISSN 2347-5722 (Online) https://itirj.naspublishers.com/

Challenges and Opportunities in Designing a Flexible Classroom for Inclusive Learners

Shahul Hameed M
Research Scholar in Special Education
DoSE, AIISH, Mysuru, Karnataka
Dr. Prithi Venkatesh Mondreti
Associate Professor & Head in Special Education
DoSE, AIISH, Mysuru, Karnataka

Abstract

Creating inclusive education requires learning spaces that can adapt to the diverse needs of
learners, including children with disabilities, individuals with varied learning styles, and students
from diverse cultural backgrounds. Flexible classrooms—designed with adjustable layouts,
multipurpose furniture, integrated technology, and guided by Universal Design for Learning
(UDL) offer valuable pathways to achieving equity in education. Yet, their development and
implementation are often constrained by challenges such as inadequate infrastructure, limited
funding, insufficient teacher preparedness, accessibility issues, and prevailing attitudes. At the
same time, flexible classrooms open up significant opportunities by supporting UDL principles,
fostering collaboration, leveraging technology, enhancing student engagement, ensuring equity,
and enabling scalability. This paper examines both the challenges and opportunities in creating
flexible classrooms, highlighting the importance of policy frameworks, professional
development, and community involvement in making these environments both physically
adaptable and pedagogically inclusive.
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Introduction

Inclusive education represents a global commitment to ensuring that every learner,

regardless of ability, background, or circumstance, has equitable access to quality education. The
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) reinforces this vision by calling for
“inclusive and equitable quality education and lifelong learning opportunities for all.” In this
context, the classroom environment plays a crucial role in either facilitating or hindering
participation and learning. Traditional classrooms, characterised by fixed seating, hierarchical
teacher-centred instruction, and minimal adaptability, often exclude or marginalise students with
disabilities and those with diverse learning needs. Consequently, educational systems worldwide
are shifting focus toward the design of flexible classrooms, which embody adaptability,
accessibility, and inclusivity.
Flexible classrooms are dynamic learning environments that allow physical, pedagogical, and
technological adjustments in response to diverse learner needs. They typically feature movable
furniture, multipurpose spaces, and integrated digital technologies that support differentiated
instruction. More importantly, they are grounded in the principles of the Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) framework, which advocates multiple means of representation, engagement, and
expression (CAST, 2018). By embedding UDL principles into classroom design, flexible
classrooms can cater to the varying sensory, cognitive, and socio-emotional needs of students,
ensuring that learning opportunities are both meaningful and accessible for all.

However, while the theoretical and pedagogical promise of flexible classrooms is widely

acknowledged, their practical implementation remains uneven. Schools and educators face
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challenges related to infrastructure, funding, accessibility, teacher preparedness, and socio-
cultural attitudes, all of which influence the feasibility of designing such inclusive environments
(Smith, 2021). These constraints are particularly visible in developing contexts, where limited
resources and rigid institutional systems hinder innovation in classroom design. Nevertheless, the
growing global emphasis on inclusivity and equity in education provides fertile ground for
reimagining classroom spaces as dynamic environments that promote collaboration, engagement,

and empowerment among diverse learners.

Rationale for Flexible Classrooms in Inclusive Education

The shift toward inclusive education necessitates a fundamental revaluation of both
pedagogy and physical space. Traditional classroom layouts were conceived during an era of
standardisation, where uniformity was equated with efficiency. Desks arranged in rows, teacher-
fronted instruction, and passive learning formats reflected industrial models of schooling. Such
designs inherently privilege certain learners while disadvantaging others—particularly students
with disabilities, sensory impairments, or those who learn differently (Friend & Bursuck, 2019).

In contrast, flexible classrooms dismantle these rigid structures by promoting spatial and
pedagogical fluidity. Movable and modular furniture allows for reconfiguration to support group
collaboration, one-on-one instruction, or independent work. Integrated technology provides
multimodal learning opportunities, and designated learning zones encourage autonomy and

engagement. When grounded in inclusive pedagogy, flexible classrooms do not merely
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accommodate diversity; they celebrate it by positioning variability as a central design
consideration rather than a challenge to be overcome.

The need for flexibility extends beyond physical design to encompass instructional
flexibility, which enables teachers to adapt methods, materials, and assessments to suit individual
learners. This alignment between physical space and pedagogical intent creates learning
environments that are responsive rather than prescriptive, thereby enhancing accessibility and

engagement for all students (Florian, 2015).

Challenges in Implementation

Despite their conceptual strength, the transition toward flexible and inclusive classrooms
faces significant obstacles. Infrastructure limitations are among the most significant barriers,
particularly in older school buildings that were not designed with accessibility in mind.
Retrofitting such spaces to include ramps, wide doorways, or adaptive furniture demands
substantial investment and policy-level commitment. In resource-constrained contexts, even
basic needs such as lighting, ventilation, and safety often take precedence over innovative spatial
design, creating inequities between elite and public school environments.

Financial constraints further exacerbate this divide. Equipping classrooms with modular
furniture, assistive technologies, and interactive digital tools requires sustained funding, which
many institutions lack. This gap between policy aspirations and financial realities limits the
scalability of flexible classroom models, especially in rural or underserved regions.

Equally critical is teacher preparedness. A flexible classroom’s potential can only be

realised when teachers possess the necessary competencies and confidence to use the space
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effectively. Traditional teacher education programs often provide limited exposure to inclusive
pedagogies or digital literacy, leaving educators unprepared to implement collaborative, learner-
centred practices (UNESCO, 2020). Moreover, prevailing cultural and attitudinal barriers, such
as resistance to non-traditional classroom layouts or misconceptions about discipline and control,
can further impede progress. Overcoming these requires comprehensive professional
development, leadership support, and a cultural shift toward valuing diversity and innovation.
Accessibility gaps present another dimension of the challenge. While flexible classrooms
are designed to be inclusive, in practice, they may still fall short of addressing the full spectrum
of learner needs. For example, visually impaired learners may lack tactile or auditory cues, and
students with hearing impairments may not have access to assistive listening devices or
captioned materials. This partial inclusivity undermines the very premise of flexibility,
emphasising the importance of embedding Universal Design principles in both physical and
instructional design.
Finally, the digital divide continues to restrict equitable participation. Although
technology is a cornerstone of modern flexible classrooms, its benefits are contingent on
availability, connectivity, and user competence. In low-resource settings, inadequate access to
devices and unreliable internet connectivity hinder the integration of digital tools, while

insufficient training leads to superficial rather than transformative use of technology.

Opportunities and Significance
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Despite these challenges, the flexible classroom presents immense opportunities for
reimagining inclusive education. Its most significant contribution lies in operationalising the
Universal Design for Learning framework, ensuring that representation, engagement, and
expression are accessible to all learners. By providing multiple pathways to learning, flexible
classrooms honour individual differences and foster equity (CAST, 2018).

Furthermore, such environments naturally promote collaboration and peer learning,
which are central to inclusive education. Group seating arrangements and open learning zones
encourage interaction among students with and without disabilities, fostering empathy,
cooperation, and social cohesion. These experiences nurture not only academic competence but
also social and emotional skills necessary for living in diverse societies.

Technology integration offers additional promise. Assistive and adaptive tools empower
learners with disabilities to participate on equal terms, while digital resources expand the scope
of differentiated and self-paced learning. Importantly, these technologies align with the broader
goals of education in the 21st century, developing critical thinking, creativity, and digital fluency.

Beyond the immediate learning benefits, flexible classrooms also support future-
readiness and sustainability. Their modular nature allows adaptation to evolving curricula,
pedagogical innovations, and emerging technologies without major structural changes. As
schools increasingly adopt hybrid and blended learning models, flexible spaces offer the
versatility needed to seamlessly integrate online and offline modalities.

Ultimately, the design of flexible classrooms embodies a moral and pedagogical
commitment to equity and social justice. By normalising diversity and removing barriers, they

transform the educational experience from one of accommodation to one of belonging. In doing
9
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so, they move inclusive education from rhetoric to reality—ensuring that every learner not only

has a place in the classroom but also a voice and a choice in how they learn.

Objectives of the Study

The primary aim of this study is to investigate the challenges and opportunities associated
with designing flexible classrooms that foster inclusion and equity in education. Specifically, the
study seeks to:

1. Identify the major challenges faced by schools in implementing flexible and inclusive
classroom designs, with respect to infrastructure, finance, teacher preparedness,
accessibility, technology, and cultural attitudes.

2. Examine the opportunities and benefits of flexible classroom environments in
supporting Universal Design for Learning (UDL), learner engagement, collaboration, and

inclusivity.

Research Design

The study adopted a descriptive survey design, which is appropriate for collecting data
on participants’ perceptions, attitudes, and experiences related to flexible and inclusive classroom
practices. This design facilitated both quantitative and qualitative insights into the challenges and
opportunities associated with classroom flexibility.

Population and Sample

The study population comprised teachers working in inclusive and general education

schools. A purposive sampling technique was employed to select a sample of 30 teachers,
10
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ensuring representation from different types of schools with varying infrastructure and resource
availability. The participants included both male and female teachers with professional training

in education and classroom experience at the elementary level.

Details of Participants

Years of
Gender Role Type of School Location
Experience

Male
Female
Administrator
Special Educator
Teacher
Below 10 Years
Above 10 Years
Government
Aided
Rural
Urban
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Research Tool

A questionnaire was developed by the researcher.

The instrument consisted of two parts:
Section A: Challenges in Implementation — 15 items covering themes such as
infrastructure and finance, teacher preparedness, accessibility, technology, and cultural

attitudes.

11
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Section B: Opportunities in Flexible Classroom Design — 12 items focusing on
learning styles, UDL principles, collaboration, engagement, technology use, and
educational equity.
Each statement was rated on a five-point scale:
Strongly Agree (5), Agree (4), Neutral (3), Disagree (2), and Strongly Disagree (1).
Some items were reverse-scored to ensure response reliability.
Data Collection Procedure
The questionnaire was distributed to teachers with clear instructions regarding
confidentiality and voluntary participation. Respondents were encouraged to answer honestly
based on their classroom experiences and institutional realities. The completed questionnaires
were collected.
Data Analysis
The responses were analysed using descriptive statistics such as frequency counts and
percentages to determine the distribution of responses for each item. Findings were organised
thematically according to the five challenge domains and six opportunity domains. Graphical
representations were used to visually present the results and highlight major trends in perception.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical principles were maintained throughout the study. Participation was voluntary, and
informed consent was obtained from all respondents. Anonymity and confidentiality were

ensured, and the collected data were used strictly for academic research purposes.

12
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Result and Discussions- Challenges
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Rating Descriptive Analysis
Qns  Percentage
Obtained

Teachers agree that existing school buildings and their
IF1 43% Agree  architecture place limitations on the practical ability to

create flexible classroom layouts.

Teachers agree that a lack of adequate physical space is a

IF2 37% Agree
barrier to redesigning classrooms to be truly inclusive.
Teachers agree that financial constraints are a problem,
IF3 47% Agree specifically preventing the acquisition of necessary

flexible furniture or assistive technologies.

Teachers disagree that they are adequately trained. This
TP4 37% Disagree
rating confirms a critical gap in training for implementing

13



INNOVATIVE THOUGHTS
INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH JOURNAL

TP5

TP6

A7

A8

A9

T10

T11

43%

33%

60%

50%

49%

33%

77%

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Disagree

Disagree

Disagree

Disagree

Disagree

ISSN 2321-5453 (Print) Volume 12, Issue 1, August 2025
ISSN 2347-5722 (Online) https://itirj.naspublishers.com/

flexible and inclusive classrooms.

Teachers strongly agree they need more professional
development in UDL and ICT integration. This is the most
positive finding, signalling high motivation for skill

improvement.

Teachers agree that some resistance exists among

colleagues toward non-traditional classroom arrangements.

Teachers strongly disagree that current classroom designs
support students with mobility challenges. This highlights
a major physical accessibility barrier.

Teachers disagree that provisions for visually impaired
students are sufficient, confirming a gap in specialized
resources.

Teachers disagree that provisions for hearing-impaired
students are sufficient, confirming another critical resource
gap.

Teachers disagree that their school has reliable access to
digital devices for all learners, indicating a fundamental

lack of necessary hardware.

As the joint most critical issue, the high score means

14
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teachers agree that poor internet connectivity is a major

barrier to implementation.

As the joint most critical issue, the high score means
teachers disagree that they and their students have the

T12 77% Disagree
necessary digital literacy, pointing to a profound skills

gap.

The high score on this reverse-scored question means

teachers disagree that parents are supportive, indicating
CA13 60% Disagree

significant parental resistance to innovative classroom

designs.

Result and Discussions- Opportunities

Percaentage Scare far Oppoartunities in Flexible Claszsroom Design
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Qns  Percentage Rating Descriptive Analysis

Obtained

A high percentage (43% agree) that flexible classrooms
UDLPI 43% Agree can support multiple learning styles (visual, auditory,

kinaesthetic).
Nearly half of the teachers (47% strongly agree) that

UDLP2 47% Strongly Agree  UDL principles help ensure inclusivity for diverse

learners.

A majority (60% agree) that flexible spaces allow
UDLP3 60% Agree teachers to shift easily between whole-class, group, and

individual learning.

Half of the teachers (50% strongly agree) that group
seating promotes peer learning and cooperation. This
CE4 50% Strongly Agree

demonstrates strong conviction in the social benefits of
flexible design.
Half of the teachers (50% agree) that flexible
CE5 50% Agree classrooms increase student motivation and
engagement.
Teachers (37% agree) that flexible classrooms provide

CE6 37% Agree
opportunities for developing 21st-century skills
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(communication, teamwork).

Teachers (43% agree) that technology can personalise

T17 43% Agree learning experiences for students with different needs.
Teachers (37% agree) that assistive technologies
TI8 37% Agree (screen readers, captioning, FM systems) improve
inclusion.
Teachers (43% agree) that digital tools increase student
TI9 43% Agree
agency in demonstrating knowledge.
Teachers (40% agree) that flexible classrooms reduce
EFRI10 40% Agree
stigma by normalising diversity.
Over half of the teachers (53% agree) that these
EFRI11 53% Agree
classrooms help prepare schools for future challenges.
Nearly half of the teachers (47% agree) that flexible
EFR12 47% Agree classrooms contribute to achieving educational equity
and SDG 4 goals.
Conclusion

The movement toward flexible classrooms reflect a paradigm shift in education from

standardisation to personalisation, from segregation to inclusion, and from teacher-centred

control to learner empowerment. Designing and implementing these environments requires

17
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coordinated efforts among policymakers, educators, architects, and communities. While the
challenges of infrastructure, finance, and mind set remain formidable, the potential benefits of
increased accessibility, engagement, collaboration, and equity make this endeavour both

necessary and transformative.

Thus, the present study seeks to explore the challenges and opportunities in designing
flexible classrooms for inclusive learners, examining how these spaces can operationalise UDL
principles, bridge systemic inequities, and create environments that are physically adaptable and
pedagogically inclusive. By doing so, it aims to contribute to the growing discourse on
educational design as a driver of inclusion, ensuring that schools evolve not only as places of

instruction but as spaces of participation, belonging, and transformation.
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