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ABSTRACT
This study critically explores the dynamics of inclusive education in 
Bengkala, Bali. It situates inclusion as a socio-spatial practice that is 
continuously negotiated through intersecting relations of power, culture, 
and geography. Using critical-interpretive qualitative methodology, this 
study combines ethnographic investigation, document analysis, and 
spatial mapping (GIS) to examine how multi-sectoral collaboration. 
The findings of this study suggest that although grassroots actors act 
as epistemic connectors, the institutionalization of inclusion remains 
fragile, uneven, and highly dependent on relational infrastructures. 
Furthermore, spatial analysis reveals how geographic exclusion persists 
under the guise of formal inclusivity, especially for marginalized hamlets 
that are beyond the reach of infrastructure support. By combining 
Critical Inclusion Theory, interdisciplinary collaboration models, and 
spatial justice frameworks, this study offers a conceptual overview 
of inclusive education that listens from the margins and centers lived 
experience as an epistemic resource in shaping ethical and place-based 
inclusion. These findings imply that inclusive policy frameworks must 
move beyond institutional mandates towards place-sensitive and 
socially negotiated models that recognise grassroots agency.
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Introduction
Over the past twenty years, inclusive education has been one of the key principles in global discussions on education 
development, driven by normative frameworks such as the Salamanca Declaration, the UN Convention on the 
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), in particular SDG 
4 (Ainscow et al., 2019; Haug, 2017; Hernández-Torrano et al., 2022; Meijer & Watkins, 2019; Ydo, 2020; 
Zhukova et al., 2022). However, when inclusion is driven from above through universal policy, there is often an 
epistemological tension that is not realized that, inclusion is considered a formula that can be applied from one 
context to another without change (Gray et al., 2017; Norwich & Koutsouris, 2017). In fact, in many regions 
of the Global South, especially in rural communities, inclusion does not arise from centrally designed systems, 
but rather from the daily struggles of local actors working among unique values, relationships, and spaces 
(Salemink et al., 2017; Stenman & Pettersson, 2020). When inclusive schools only become an institutional 
label, without exploring how the meaning of inclusion is lived. For this reason, we are witnessing what critical 
thinkers call performative inclusion, which is a form of inclusion that exists in the narrative, but is not present 
in social reality (Bengtsson & Andersen, 2020; Riach et al., 2016). This raises a crucial epistemological question: 
Can a top-down inclusive framework accommodate culturally embedded rural people’s lived relationships?
	 Bengkala Village in Buleleng Regency, Bali, is a space that challenges this normative narrative. It is 
known as a “mute village” due to the high population of deaf people who use the local sign language Kata Kolok 
(Michi, 2017; Setiawan, 2023). Bengkala is a community that has lived a long life that recognizes the diversity 
of the body and the expression of communication as part of social normality. However, the irony occurs when 
these relatively inclusive social practices do not receive adequate structural support from the formal education 
system (Haes & Novayanti, 2023; Wisudariani et al., 2023). The centralized distribution of schools, the lack of 
disability-friendly infrastructure, and the uneven institutional support cause spatial inequality that has a direct 
impact on the educational participation of students with special needs (Haug, 2017; Macaulay et al., 2016; 
Marlina et al., 2019; Powell & Pfahl, 2019). It is in this condition that inclusion can no longer be understood as 
‘what is provided by the state’, but as ‘what is created by the community’ (DeMatthews et al., 2021; Marginson, 
2016; Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018). This raises a fundamental tension for research: whether and how can the 
multi-sectoral collaborative models often assumed to be effective in policy documents work in communities 
with hybrid, relational, and rooted in highly local value logics? A condition that is rarely read in its entirety in 
the inclusion literature that is still dominated by a purely technocratic and administrative approach.
	 For this reason, this study aims to explore collaborative dynamics in inclusive education in Bengkala, by 
examining how various aspects: schools, village governments, indigenous communities, parents, and the private 
sector, by establishing synergies or actually experiencing tension in realizing inclusion as a social practice (Fodo, 
2020; Freeman-Green et al., 2025; Gerdes et al., 2020). Not stopping at the actor dimension, this study also uses 
a Geographic Information System (GIS)-based spatial approach  to map the inequality of access to education 
and read how the spatial dimension also shapes, limits, or even hinders idealized inclusion (Liu et al., 2017; 
Longley, 2004; Senaratne et al., 2017). By bringing together qualitative, ethnographic, and spatial approaches, 
this study not only documents local practices, but also proposes a new conceptual perspective on inclusion: 
that meaningful inclusion is not about inviting different into existing systems, but rather about reimagining the 
system itself from the periphery (Ainscow, 2020). In this sense, Bengkala is not just a research location, but an 
epistemological arena where the idea of inclusion is challenged, reassembled, and interpreted contextually. By 
focusing on marginalized but resilient communities such as Bengaluru, the study also offers to contribute to the 
global conversation on how inclusion can be reinterpreted beyond neoliberal and technocratic schemes (Kiely, 
2017; Sánchez-Cuenca, 2020).

Literature Review
Rethinking Inclusion: From Physical Access to Epistemic Justice
Within the framework of Critical Inclusion Theory, inclusion is not understood solely as the physical presence 
of children with special needs in formal classrooms, but rather as a transformative project that aims to dismantle 
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and reconstruct power structures that have been isolating, marginalizing, or silencing differences. For this reason, 
(Slee, 2011) emphatically criticizes that inclusion is often reduced to the expansion of access, while pedagogical 
structures, curricula, and social relations maintain ableist normative exclusivity. In this perspective, inclusion 
cannot be seen as a technical adoption of policy, but should be interpreted as social engineering that challenges 
the dominant narrative of who is considered ‘normal’ and who is categorized as ‘other’.
	 For this, the context of Bengkala invites an in-depth elaboration of this theory. The existence of the deaf 
community with the local sign language system Kata Kolok shows that diversity does not have to be absorbed 
into the dominant system, but can stand as an autonomous structure of meaning. So, inclusion in Bengkala is 
not a matter of inviting different people to adjust, but rather a matter of acknowledging that ‘different’ is the 
existential condition of society itself. Critical inclusion theory opens up space to read the Bengkala experience 
as an embodiment of a counter-narrative in which inclusion is not designed by institutions, but assembled by 
communities through living interactions, language, and values (Hanun et al., 2025; Kiliç & Jacquet, 2025; 
McCauley & Matheson, 2016; Newbury, 2020; Qvortrup & Qvortrup, 2018)

Cross-Sector Collaboration Model: Inclusion as Collective Social Work
The intersectoral collaboration model is an increasingly popular approach in public policy and social services, 
highlighting the importance of synergies between various sectors such as education, health, government, 
civil society, and the private sector to address complex social problems (Ahgren et al., 2009; Chircop et al., 
2015; Gazley, 2014). In the context of inclusive education, cross-sectoral collaboration serves not only as a 
coordination strategy, but also as an ethical prerequisite for creating a truly inclusive learning environment. This 
collaboration must be more than just symbolic or sectoral. It should be based on mutual trust, clear division of 
roles, and the ability to bridge value differences between formal institutions and local communities.
	 In this study, the collaborative model is described as a relationship arena filled with tension and 
negotiation. Bengkala shows that cooperation between actors is not always shaped by policy design, but rather 
develops from social networks based on cultural closeness and social intimacy. The relationship between teachers, 
village governments, indigenous leaders, and deaf communities does not occur in structural logic, but through 
relational mediation that is situational and contextual. Therefore, collaboration in this context is more akin to 
a flexible social network than an established institutional partnership. This model challenges the technocratic 
framework that defines collaboration as administrative coordination, and proposes a more affective, dynamic, 
and value-based model.

The Politics of Educational Space in Rural Peripheries
The concept of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) offers an important perspective for analyzing the spatial dimension 
in inclusive education. Within this framework, justice operates not only through norms and policies, but also 
through the distribution of space, i.e. the extent to which educational infrastructure, facilities, and services are 
distributed equitably in a given geographical context. When inclusive schools are only available in the canter of 
the village, while the suburbs have to face limited infrastructure and transport, then the exclusion is no longer 
purely cultural or social, but also geographical. This is a form of geospatial exclusion that is rarely highlighted 
in mainstream inclusion discourse.
	 This study uses Geographic Information System (GIS)-based mapping to show that the spatial 
distribution of schools and educational services in Bengkala is directly correlated with the participation rate 
of children with special needs. Spatial buffers created within a radius of 1 km and 2 km show that most of the 
southern and eastern areas of the village are beyond the range of functional inclusion. Thus, spatial justice is 
a prerequisite for educational justice. True inclusion cannot be achieved as long as distance and topography 
are barriers to participation. In this context, maps are not just visual instruments, but political arguments that 
demand the reconstruction of space-based policies as a new foundation of inclusion in rural and marginalized 
areas.
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Methods
This research adopts a qualitative-descriptive approach rooted in an interpretive-critical paradigm, viewing 
inclusive education not as a neutral evaluative object, but as a social praxis that is dynamically negotiated in 
the context of local power and values. This approach was chosen because it allows for a more in-depth analysis 
of the social, symbolic, and spatial configurations that shape inclusive practices in rural communities such as 
Bengkala, where the formal structure of education often intersects, even conflicts, with the logic of indigenous 
peoples’ daily lives.
	 The data collection process is carried out through four main techniques that reinforce each other 
methodologically. First, in-depth interviews with teachers, principals, village officials, parents, and members 
of the deaf community are conducted openly and reflectively, allowing for the emergence of narratives that 
are not constrained by formal policy frameworks, but rather develop from contextual life experiences. Second, 
participatory observation provides access to forms of social praxis that are not always linguistic—such as the 
rhythm of interaction in the classroom, community participation in school activities, and affective dynamics that 
are difficult to capture by survey instruments. Third, document analysis of inclusive education policies, program 
reports, and local documents enriches the analytical framework by reading the relationship between formal 
norms and actual practices. Fourth, Google Earth and GIS-based spatial mapping is used as a visual-epistemic 
approach to examine how school distribution, geographic distance, and mobility infrastructure contribute to 
determining who can be reached by inclusion, and who is left unserved. Interpretive validity is strengthened 
through triangulation between narratives, spatial visualization, and policy discourse analysis.
	 As a visual form of the spatial approach, Figure 3 shows a distribution map of the main schools in 
Bengkala, with an emphasis on SDN 2 Bengkala as the only formal inclusive school. 

Figure 1. shows a spatial visualization using Google Earth showing the distribution of inclusive schools in 
Bengkala. The red dot shows SDN 2 Bengkala as the main inclusive school. The average distance between 
inclusive schools and densely populated points shows a potential access gap, which is reinforced by an analysis 
radius of 2 km. This map emphasizes the importance of policy-based spatial interventions to ensure the equitable 
distribution of inclusive education services in rural areas. 
	 Through spatial distance analysis from dense residential points, radius of 1 km and 2 km were determined 
as ideal and reasonable accessibility zones. The findings suggest that the southern and eastern regions of the 
village are significantly outside the spatial range of functional inclusion. In this context, maps act not only as 
a representation tool, but as a visual argument that challenges the technocratic understanding of access that, 
inclusion cannot be reduced to a mere institutional label, without a reading of concrete spatial conditions and 
sometimes exclusion.
	 The data analysis process follows a framework (Miles, 1994) which consists of three stages: data 
reduction, data presentation, and conclusions/verification. Reduction is done by identifying key patterns and 
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themes from the collected narratives, while the presentation is reinforced with the help of visualizations such 
as sociograms of cross-sector collaboration and spatial maps of inclusion. Conclusions are drawn iteratively, 
reflectively, and contextually, by re-reading local narratives in a productive tension to the global discourse of 
inclusive education. This approach is enriched by the spatial justice framework of (Soja, 2010), which emphasizes 
that space is not just a passive setting, but an active actor in the production of social inclusion and exclusion. 
With this perspective, inclusive education is read as a spatial practice as well as an ethical praxis that touches 
on the distribution of presence, distance, and visibility.
	 The researcher takes the position of a reflective participant-observer, with a track record of involvement 
in inclusive research networks in Bali. This position provides cultural and epistemic proximity to the context, 
while also demanding ethical vigilance to avoid romantic distortions or relational biases. Therefore, the entire 
research process is directed to maintain a balance between ethnographic intimacy and critical tension, so that 
the resulting narrative is not trapped in bureaucratic repetition, but rather voices inclusion as a living social 
project—fought for together, and formed in a complex network of meaning, space, and social relations.

Result and Discussion
The results of this study are not presented as a static list, but rather as a structured narrative that describes 
how inclusion is generated, negotiated, and debated in the complex social context of Bengkala. Rather than 
describing inclusion as a program success or policy failure, this study explores the interrelated configuration 
of relationships, cultural meanings, and spatial inequalities that form an inclusive practice field. Therefore, this 
section is divided into three main themes that arise from the interaction between field data, spatial analysis, and 
critical theoretical frameworks. The first theme emphasizes that inclusion in Bengkala is not the result of policies 
implemented in a linear manner, but rather the result of complex and contextual social negotiations. The second 
theme analyzes the structure of multi-sectoral collaboration that, while appearing strong in relationships, 
shows vulnerabilities in institutional aspects. The third theme highlights the spatial dimension as an invisible 
determinant factor in the distribution of education access, which is often overlooked in policy-based inclusion 
discussions. Each theme does not stand alone, but rather forms a single narrative to understand inclusion. 
For this reason, the phenomenon of inclusion is not as something “given”, but as something that is actively 
assembled by local actors within the boundaries of space, time, and structures that are not always in sync. With 
this framework, the following three sub-outcomes will be explained in depth.

Inclusion as a Social Negotiation Product
One of the fundamental fallacies in understanding inclusive education is the tendency to view it as the result 
of mere policy instruction. In reality, in certain social contexts, inclusion is not necessarily provided, but it is 
negotiated, exchanged, and assembled through dynamic social interactions. These findings position Bengkala as 
an important case study that encourages us to revisit how inclusion works, not as a product of a formal system, 
but as a result of articulation and mediation between local actors. As illustrated in Figure 2, the relationship 
path that connects teachers with village governments, traditional leaders, and deaf communities affirms the 
central position of teachers as epistemic intermediaries. The pathways do not show a linear hierarchy, but rather 
form lateral and diagonal patterns that reflect fluid, adaptive, and contextual inclusion structures.
	 The sociogram in Figure 2 visualizes the complex configuration of relationships between actors in 
inclusive education practices in Bengkala. Unlike national policy approaches that often assume a universal 
approach, practices in Bengkala show that inclusion is built through a decentralized social ecosystem. Inclusions 
don’t move from top to bottom; Instead, it grew from the ground up, from the process of social negotiation, 
cultural mediation, and grassroots community initiatives that supported each other. Instead of encouraging 
diversity, national inclusion policies tend to impose single practices that are often inaligned with socio-cultural 
diversity at the local level. In the midst of a contextual regulatory vacuum, Bengkala proves that communities 
can design and implement inclusion models that are more relevant and rooted in local values. In this context, 
decentralization is not a weakness, but a prerequisite for social innovation.



Page 6

Figure 2. Hierarchical Sociogram of Multi-Sectoral Collaboration in Inclusive Education in Bengkala

In the configuration of social networks in Figure 2, teachers appear as the main nodes that bridge three 
structural domains: formal education (schools), local government structures (village governments), and cultural 
communities (indigenous leaders, parents, and deaf communities). The role of teachers in the context of Bengkala 
goes beyond pedagogical functions, including:

•	 Home-School Mediation: being the liaison between parents and educational institutions;
•	 Cultural Mediation: translating cultural values into learning practices;
•	 Policy Mediation: plays a role in policy advocacy at the village level.

In this capacity, teachers act as “epistemic liaison”, i.e. individuals who cross social boundaries by not only 
teaching the curriculum, but also crafting the meaning of inclusion from community stories. Interestingly, actors 
who are usually on the fringes of national education policies, such as the deaf community and indigenous 
leaders, play a key role in the inclusive ecosystem in Bengkala. The relationship between indigenous leaders 
and deaf communities indicates that social legitimacy does not depend on regulatory documents, but rather 
is built through internalized collective norms. This is in line with the Third Space Theory (Bhabha, 1994), 
where inclusive spaces are formed from the encounter between formal structures and local cultures, rather than 
from the dominance of either of them. Meanwhile, the village government and the general public play a role 
as facilitators who create social infrastructure for the implementation of inclusion. Their role as enablers, not 
controllers, indicates that inclusion in Bengkala is the result of social connection, not administrative authority. 
These findings led to the formation of a conceptual model of locally-based inclusion, with the following 
characteristics:
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Tabel 1. Formation of a conceptual model of locally-based inclusion

Dimensions of Visual Visual Findings Theoretical Contribution

Key Actors
Teachers as a cross-sector 

liaison

Expanding the concept of inclusion as a rela-

tional, not instructional system

Decentralized Dynamics
Lateral and diagonal relation-

ships

Offers a community-based polycentric inclu-

sion model

Cultural Legitimacy
Traditional figures as guardians 

of inclusion

Shifting the focus from formal regulation to 

local social norms

Active Subjectivity Deaf communities as producers
Redefining inclusion as an agency, not an 

accommodation

Government as a Supporter Village as a facilitator
Criticizing the role of the state as a domina-

tor of inclusion

This sociogram is not only a visual representation, but also opens up space for conceptual development in 
inclusive education studies. First, it expands the framework of Critical Inclusion Theory (Moore & Slee, 
2013; Slee, 2011) by showing that inclusion can emerge and survive effectively outside of formal institutional 
channels, as long as there is social legitimacy and vibrant cross-sectoral interactions. Second, this model offers 
an alternative approach to the Global South region: inclusion as a result of context-sensitive collective social 
engineering, rather than a universal product of policy. Thus, the inclusion model in Bengkala shows that when 
people are given space to define their own values, then inclusion is no longer just a policy, but it becomes a 
culture. And, when inclusion becomes cultural, it is not only revived, but it is inherited.  This role shows that 
inclusion in Bengkala is not just about curriculum or facilities, but about the presence of social actors who are 
able to bridge the system with community values.

The Strengths and Fragility of Multi-Sector Collaboration
One of the dominant narratives in the inclusive education literature is the importance of cross-sectoral 
collaboration. However, field findings in Bengkala show that the collaborations that are formed are not always 
symmetrical and sustainable. Multi-sector collaboration here appears to be strong in social and cultural aspects, 
but at the same time fragile in structural and institutional aspects. In many cases, seemingly solid partnerships 
operate on a personal relational basis, rather than formal, long-lasting institutions. Criticism of structural 
approaches only becomes more relevant when inclusion is not only demanded to be responsive to the needs 
of students, but also sensitive to the social networks in which the policy is implemented. As visualized in 
Figure 3, this sociogram underscores how the intensity of relationships between actors creates a complex and 
unbalanced pattern of collaboration. Relationships between teachers and indigenous leaders, for example, are 
built on the basis of trust and social affiliation, not administrative mandates. Similarly, the contribution of 
village governments in the form of policy support is often situational, depending on who is in office and how 
sensitive the inclusion is. This shows that the power of inclusion in Bengkala does not come from stagnant 
systemic buildings, but from the capacity of actors to build relationships across social boundaries affectively and 
contextually. When inclusion is built on a fluid and person-dependent foundation, the collaboration that is built 
is likely to fluctuate as key figures and social dynamics change at the local level. In other words, collaboration 
that is not supported by strong institutionalization has the potential to give birth to inclusion that is flexible but 
vulnerable, participatory but not sustainable. It is precisely in this tension that Bengkala presents an important 
lesson: that collaboration in inclusive education cannot be reduced to mere structure, but must be read as a 
space for continuous negotiation between systems, values, and figures.
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Figure 3. Constellation of Strengths and Fragility of Multi-Sectoral Relations in Inclusive Education in Bengkala

Inequality in collaboration is also evident in the dominance of formal education actors in decision-making, 
while the role of the deaf community and parents is often limited to the acceptance of policies, not the designers. 
Deaf community and parent engagement tends to be reactive. They respond to existing policies, not become co-
producers of them. This means that inclusion is indeed manifested in daily social interactions, but it has not yet 
fully manifested in an equal decision-making structure. In addition, some forms of collaboration show symbolic 
symptoms. For example, the declaration of schools as “inclusive” is not always accompanied by specific support 
mechanisms or ongoing training for teachers. Such forms of collaboration tend to be performative, aimed at 
meeting policy standards without delving into the realities of actual needs on the ground. This opens up a 
space for discussion about pseudo-collaboration, that is, collaboration that is formally maintained, but loses its 
transformational depth. However, it is important to note that in the midst of structural fragility, the power of 
collaboration in Bengkala actually grows from the social roots of the community. Collaboration is not formed 
through a document of understanding, but through togetherness in action. This is what makes it flexible and 
adaptive, while opening up opportunities to be developed into a model of collaboration based on trust and 
social closeness.

Table 2. Characteristics of the Strengths and Fragility of Multi-Sector Collaboration

Dimension Field Indicators Theoretical Implications

Personal Collab-

oration

The relationship between teachers and tradi-

tional leaders is based on social relations, not 

formal structures

Emphasizing the importance of trust-

based collaboration in indigenous 

peoples

Key Figure De-

pendency
Teachers and village heads as the main drivers

Collaboration becomes person-depen-

dent, not system-driven

Role Inequality
Deaf parents and communities have not been 

involved in policy design

Creating asymmetry in the inclusion 

process

Symbolic Col-

laboration
The label “inclusive” without any real support

Leads to performative inclusion or 

pseudo-collaboration

Social Robust-

ness

Collaboration grows from togetherness, not 

outside intervention

Offering a value-based collaboration 

model and solidarity

The findings in this theme show that the power of collaboration in inclusive education does not lie in formal 
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documents or structures, but in contextual and participatory social relations. However, when collaboration is 
too dependent on a specific individual or takes place in a symbolic space, the risk of fragility increases. In this 
context, the Bengkala study invites us to revisit the concept of collaboration in the inclusion literature, from 
the original structure-based towards a model based on social affiliation and cultural recognition. Thus, cross-
sector collaboration in this context resembles trust-based social networks rather than established institutional 
partnerships. The power born of social relations creates flexibility, but the absence of institutionalization makes 
it vulnerable to changes in context and actors. This study challenges us to rethink how to design inclusive 
collaborations that are not only responsive to local contexts, but also institutionally resilient. 

Map of Accessibility and Regional Inequality
In the global literature on inclusive education, the spatial dimension is often marginalized, as if space is merely a 
passive background of policies and curricula. In fact, inclusion as a praxis is not only determined by norms, policy 
documents, or pedagogical instruments, but also by concrete geographical configurations: distance between 
regions, topographic shapes, distribution of educational infrastructure, and the quality of connectivity between 
regions. In the context of rural communities such as Bengkala, with hilly conditions, scattered settlements, 
and uneven road accessibility, but spatiality becomes a critical variable that determines who can be physically 
present in the classroom and who is secretly eliminated by geographical structures. Without spatial sensitivity, 
an inclusive approach risks getting caught up in an administrative logic that generalizes context and ignores the 
real challenges faced by children on the geographic periphery.
	 For this, Figure 4 visualizes the reality, where SDN 2 Bengkala, the only formal inclusive school in the 
region. It covers only a narrow spatial radius, with ideal zones (1 km) and reasonable zones (2 km) characterized 
by a solid and transparent blue buffer. The southern and eastern regions of Bengkala, which are inhabited by 
populations with limited mobility, are outside this scope. This spatial inequality is not just a matter of distance, 
but of representation: who is included in the policy calculations, and who is systemically left invisible. In this 
case, the spatial distribution of schools not only affects access to education, but is a reflection of how inclusion 
is imagined and realized. This raises the question of whether it is really a universal right, or simply a rhetoric 
that stops at the administrative center. Therefore, without correction of spatial distribution and contextual 
intervention design, inclusion in Bengkala will continue to experience invisible, silent but systemic exclusion.

Figure 4. Map of the distribution of schools and spatial accessibility zones in Bengkala. The blue circle indicates 
a buffer of 1 km (ideal access), while the light blue circle indicates a buffer of 2 km (reasonable access). This 
visualization shows that the spatial scope of inclusive schools is still limited and has not yet reached all village 
areas, especially remote hamlets in the south and east.
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	 This condition shows that the presence of inclusive institutions does not necessarily guarantee 
accessibility. Children from remote hamlets face structural barriers: long distances, uphill and disability-friendly 
road infrastructure, and the absence of regular transportation. As a result, many children with special needs 
experience late attendance, chronic fatigue, and the risk of dropping out of school. When inclusion is designed 
as an administrative entity without considering spatial distribution, what happens is normative inclusion—
embodied in policy, but absent in practice.

Tabel 3. Indicators of Spatial Inequality and Their Implications for Education Inclusion

Spatial Indicators Field Findings Impact on Inclusion

School Concentration
The majority of schools are located in 

the center of the village
Inequality of access in suburban areas

Distance to Inclusive 

Schools

Some hamlets are >2 km away with no 

fixed transportation

Unequal participation, especially for 

students with disabilities

Road Infrastructure
Some of the trails are uphill and not 

disability-friendly
Mobility of ABK students is hampered

Special Facility Distri-

bution
Only SDN 2 has supporting facilities

Inclusion burden is concentrated on a 

single school

Region Topography Scattered hills and settlements
Long-term logistical and pedagogical 

challenges

This spatial discovery emphasizes the importance of integrating the principles of spatial justice (Soja, 2010) in 
designing and implementing inclusive education policies. The deployment of school locations, the provision of 
disability-friendly transportation, and the distribution of supporting facilities must be seen as part of substantive 
justice, not just administrative. If inclusion is to be realized as a universal right, then maps and distances should 
not only be additional information, but the basis for policy planning. More than just visualizations, maps in this 
context serve as epistemic tools, revealing layers of injustice that are often hidden in national policy narratives. 
Images and distances reveal what is not written: that exclusion can occur silently, through unfair spatial design. 
This is where it is important to change the position of spatiality from a technical element to a political arena of 
distribution. Thus, inclusion in rural areas such as Bengkala is not enough to be measured from the existence 
of inclusive schools alone, but must be seen from the geographical connectivity between regions, the mobility 
capacity of children with special needs, and the ability of the system to be present in a close and adaptive manner. 
True inclusion, in this context, is not just about accepting all children in the same classroom, but ensuring that 
every child can reach that classroom, with dignity and without unfair burdens.
	 This research challenges the common view that education inclusion has been considered to be the result 
of formal policies and institutional design. In various national and international documents, inclusion is often 
defined as the implementation of an adaptive curriculum, teacher training, or the administrative designation 
of inclusive schools. However, the reality revealed in Bengkala shows a much more complicated picture. Here, 
inclusion does not emerge as a top-down implementation of the system, but rather as the result of social dynamics 
negotiated locally, through a network of beliefs, cultural affiliations, and unique geographical articulations. 
Therefore, inclusion is not just a policy, but rather it is the result of dynamic social relations. These findings 
suggest that in certain social contexts, local actors, especially teachers, indigenous leaders, deaf communities, 
and village governments, play roles that go far beyond the role assumed by state policies. Teachers, in particular, 
not only carry out pedagogical functions, but also act as epistemic links between different domains: between the 
classroom and the living space, between formal policy and customary values, as well as between the institutional 
structure and the emotional structure of the community. This kind of role cannot be regulated only through 
training or regulatory modules, as it develops from social sensitivities shaped by relational proximity, not 
administrative necessity.
	 A similar phenomenon occurs in multi-sector collaboration settings. The term “cross-sectoral 
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cooperation”, which often appears in various policy documents, in Bengkala is manifested through informal but 
significant social mechanisms: mutual trust, personal relationships, and shared values regarding the importance 
of education sustainability for all. However, this strength is also a source of weakness. When collaboration relies 
on key figures and is not supported by strong institutions, the sustainability of inclusion is threatened whenever 
there is a change of actors or a change in local political dynamics. Collaboration based on human relationships 
creates flexibility and closeness, but it also requires a support system so that it does not break up when social 
networks are shaken. The spatial dimension mapped in this study reinforces the argument that educational 
justice is inseparable from spatial logic. When inclusive schools are only available in the village center and 
access to them is not supported by adequate transportation systems or infrastructure, then inclusion becomes 
normative but functionally exclusive. Children with special needs in remote hamlets face not only distance, but 
also structural burdens that are not seen in policy documents. In this context, administrative inclusivity, simply 
referring to schools as “inclusive” without considering their affordability, risks reinforcing exclusion in a new 
form that is not always recognized: hidden spatial exclusion.
	 Referring to the concept of spatial justice (Soja, 2010), the results of this study reveal that justice in 
inclusive education requires more than just the spread of institutions. It requires the redistribution of space, 
recognition of social geography, and partisan spatial planning. Maps in this study are not just visual tools; It 
serves as an alternative narrative that exposes hidden injustices, injustices that are not detected in formal success 
indicators, but are perceived as real by those who cannot access the idealized learning space. In addition, this 
research encourages deeper epistemological reflection. Should inclusion always be interpreted with reference to 
global policy design? Or is authentic inclusion one built through local values, active community participation, and 
recognition of diversity as the basis of social relations, not as a deviation from norms? In this context, inclusion 
practices in Bengkala show that indigenous communities and disability groups are not only beneficiaries, but 
also active actors in creating inclusive values and systems. They are not objects of integration; They are subjects 
in social organizing.
	 Ultimately, true inclusion is not only about the existence of policy documents or the fulfillment of 
institutional indicators, but about the creation of a social space that allows every individual to participate equally, 
meaningfully, and empowered. Bengkala shows that inclusion is not just a physical space in the classroom, but 
a social process built through negotiation, trust, and authentic interaction between community members. For 
inclusive education to become a fair global agenda, it is important to listen to voices from the periphery and 
learn from the ways in which these communities build their own worlds. This study contributes to inclusive 
education theory by shifting the focus from formal policymakers to community-based mediators. The study 
proposes to reconsider inclusion as a relational and spatial concept, moving from institutional accessibility to a 
sense of belonging that is experienced and negotiated.
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