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ABSTRACT. In the digital age, schools must rethink their leadership approaches to address 
student diversity, particularly for learners with Special Educational Needs (SEN), to build inclusive 
learning environments. This qualitative exploratory study examines how junior high school leaders 
in special schools interpret and implement inclusive digital leadership to support SEN students’ 
learning experiences. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with school leaders, 
including principals, vice principals (curriculum/academic affairs), ICT coordinators, special 
education teachers, and subject teachers involved in inclusive classrooms. Additional data were 
obtained through non-participant observations at three special junior high schools and through 
analysis of policy documents on digital inclusion. Trustworthiness was ensured through source 
triangulation, member checking, and Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis. Findings reveal that 
inclusive digital leadership is characterized by three main practices: values-based leadership 
emphasizing fairness and equity; strategic development of digital capacity for all stakeholders 
through continuous professional learning and collaboration; and adaptive governance supported 
by technology, data-informed decision-making, and personalized accommodations for SEN 
learners. Despite progress, leaders face challenges such as limited teacher digital competence, 
inadequate infrastructure, and inconsistent policy implementation. This study highlights the 
importance of strengthening inclusive digital leadership capacity to ensure equitable and 
meaningful learning for SEN students. Practical implications include designing targeted leadership 
development programs, fostering collaboration among stakeholders, and establishing flexible, 
sustainable governance models. Future research should focus on developing and testing structured 
frameworks for values-based digital leadership in special schools, emphasizing measurable 
improvements in ethical decision-making, inclusive data practices, and technology-supported 
professional learning systems. 
Keywords: Inclusive School Leadership, Special Educational Needs, Digital Era, Qualitative Exploratory 
Research. 

 

 https://doi.org/10.31538/munaddhomah.v7i2.2620 

How to Cite Wardana, R. W., Yanti, F. A., Mayub, A., Khamis, N., Thohir, M. A., Heryensi, E., & 
Handayani, R. F. (2026). Reimagining Value-Based Special School Leadership in the Digital Era: 
An Exploratory Study. Munaddhomah: Jurnal Manajemen Pendidikan Islam, 7(2), 400–414.  

 
INTRODUCTION 

The rapid advancement of digital transformation has fundamentally reshaped 
contemporary education systems, creating opportunities to improve instructional quality while 
also generating new challenges for inclusive practice. (Kumar, 2025). Technologies such as 
learning management systems, artificial intelligence, and assistive tools have enabled more 
flexible, adaptive, and accessible learning environments. Within the global agenda for inclusive 
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education, these innovations are increasingly viewed as strategic instruments for supporting 
students with diverse learning needs, including those with SEN (Ainscow, 2020; UNESCO, 
2023). Nevertheless, technology alone does not guarantee inclusion, as its impact depends on 
how it is pedagogically designed, strategically implemented, and ethically governed within 
schools. Consequently, educational leadership becomes essential in ensuring that digital 
transformation contributes meaningfully to equitable participation and learning outcomes for all 
students. (Zou et al., 2025). 

Previous studies have shown that digital technologies can significantly enhance 
accessibility, participation, and learning opportunities for students with SEN, particularly when 
supported by appropriate leadership and inclusive pedagogical practices (Fernández-Batanero et 
al., 2022; Siyam & Abdallah, 2022; Stalmach et al., 2023). Recent scholarship further 
conceptualises inclusive digital leadership as the ability of school leaders to align technological 
innovation with inclusive and context-sensitive educational practices through strategic vision, 
collaboration, and responsive decision-making (Dexter & Barton, 2021; McCarthy et al., 2023; 
Mertens et al., 2024). Despite growing attention to digital leadership and inclusive education, few 
studies specifically examine how school leaders in special school contexts enact inclusive digital 
leadership to support students with complex special educational needs. (Connolly et al., 2026). 

The Indonesian context illustrates many of these challenges in practice. National reforms 
such as Merdeka Belajar reflect a strong policy commitment to digital innovation and inclusive 
education (Kepmendikbudristek, 2022; OECD, 2024). However, implementation across schools 
remains uneven, with persistent disparities in infrastructure, leadership capacity, and expertise in 
adaptive technologies (Gama et al., 2025; Rahman et al., 2023). In many cases, digitalisation 
initiatives continue to prioritise administrative efficiency rather than inclusive pedagogical 
transformation that supports students with SEN. These conditions reveal a significant gap 
between policy aspirations and school-level realities, particularly in special schools, where the 
demands of inclusion are more complex, resource-intensive, and context-dependent. (Shernoff et 
al., 2017). Consequently, understanding how school leaders navigate these constraints becomes 
increasingly important for advancing equitable digital transformation.(Efendi & Sholeh, 2023). 

At the junior high school level, this issue becomes even more significant because 
adolescence is a critical developmental stage characterised by identity formation, increasing 
autonomy, and heightened social awareness. (Hariadi et al., 2024). For students with SEN, 
educational experiences during this period strongly influence academic engagement, peer 
relationships, and sense of belonging within the school community (Branje, 2022; Yakubova et 
al., 2024). Leadership decisions regarding digital practices, therefore, have important implications 
for whether educational environments foster inclusion or reinforce marginalisation. However, 
there remains limited empirical understanding of how school leaders, particularly in Indonesian 
special junior high schools, construct and enact inclusive digital leadership in practice. (Sirojuddin 
et al., 2025). Existing studies have not sufficiently captured the processual, context-dependent, 
and interpretive nature of leadership, including how leaders navigate tensions among policy 
demands, technological constraints, and the diverse needs of students with SEN. (Afshari et al., 
2012). 

This study addresses these gaps through an exploratory qualitative investigation of inclusive 
digital leadership in Indonesian special junior high schools. First, it provides empirically grounded 
insights from an underrepresented context, thereby enriching global scholarship with evidence 
from special education settings in a developing country. (Alblooshi et al., 2020). Second, it 
advances a process-oriented understanding of leadership by examining how school leaders 
interpret digital transformation, negotiate institutional constraints, and develop contextually 
responsive strategies for inclusion. (Zou et al., 2025). Third, it contributes toward the 
development of a practical conceptual foundation for inclusive digital leadership, offering 
implications for policy and leadership development in contexts characterised by uneven digital 
readiness. (Allen et al., 1999). Given the evolving and context-bound nature of the phenomenon, 
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this study adopts an exploratory qualitative approach to capture the lived experiences, 
interpretations, and practices of school leaders. (Connolly et al., 2026). 

By addressing this question, the study aims to generate theoretically informed, empirically 
grounded insights that advance understanding of inclusive digital leadership and support more 
equitable educational practices in the digital era. (Nuryana & Sirojuddin, 2025). This study offers 
a novel contribution by moving beyond normative models of digital leadership to provide an 
empirically grounded and process-oriented understanding of how inclusive digital leadership is 
constructed and enacted in special education contexts. (M. H. Anderson & Sun, 2017; Aziz & 
Hussain, 2025). Focusing on Indonesian special junior high schools, an underrepresented setting 
in global scholarship, it reveals how leaders navigate tensions among policy demands, 
technological constraints, and the complex needs of students with SEN. In doing so, the study 
advances a context-sensitive conceptualisation of inclusive digital leadership that integrates the 
strategic, ethical, and adaptive dimensions of practice. (Western, 2018). 

 
METHOD 

This study employed a qualitative exploratory design to investigate the emerging 
phenomenon of inclusive digital leadership in Indonesian special junior high schools. A 
qualitative approach was considered appropriate because the study aimed to explore lived 
experiences, contextual practices, and socially constructed meanings related to leadership in 
digitally mediated inclusive education settings. (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Data were collected from 
May to October 2024 through semi-structured interviews, non-participant observations, and 
document analysis to ensure methodological triangulation. (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Interviews 
were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and supplemented with field notes that documented 
contextual and non-verbal information. Document analysis included Individualised Education 
Programs (IEPs), lesson plans, SEN service procedures, digital governance policies, assessment 
reports, meeting minutes, and LMS-generated records. (C. A. Anderson et al., 2014). 

Data analysis employed reflexive thematic analysis, combined with data condensation, 
data display, and conclusion drawing. (Miles et al., 2019). The process began with repeated 
reading of interview transcripts, observation notes, and institutional documents to achieve data 
familiarisation. (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding was conducted iteratively using both inductive 
and deductive approaches. Inductive coding allowed themes to emerge directly from participants’ 
experiences. In contrast, deductive coding was guided by theoretical concepts related to inclusive 
education, UDL, Technological Pedagogical Content Knowledge (TPACK), and data-informed 
decision-making. (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 
Table 1. Demographic Profile and Roles of Research Informants 

Code Informant Status Function/Role 

P1–P3 Principals School leadership and policy decision-making 

VP1–VP3 Vice Principals Curriculum and academic coordination 

ICT1–ICT3 ICT Coordinators Digital platform management and technical 
support 

SET1–SET3 Special Education 
Teachers 

Classroom implementation of inclusive learning 

         Source: Data Collection, 2024 

 
RESULT AND DISCUSSION 
Result 
Values-Based Leadership: Justice, Equality, and Morality–Strategic Orchestration 

The findings indicate that school leaders interpret digital leadership in the context of 
inclusive education as a non-negotiable ethical commitment, not simply a technological adaptation. 
Based on in-depth interviews, principals and vice-principals consistently positioned inclusion as a 
moral responsibility rooted in respect for the diversity of students with SEN. This perspective 
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was reinforced through focus group discussions (FGDs), in which teachers emphasised that 
technology serves only as a tool, whereas learning equity is determined by the school's values. 

Principals and vice-principals framed inclusion as a moral responsibility by ensuring that 
every digital policy, including the use of learning platforms, curriculum adjustments, and the 
provision of learning media, is truly accessible to all students according to their needs. Teachers 
in the FGDs also emphasised that technology is only a tool, while the success of inclusive 
learning depends heavily on the values and support of school leaders. When leaders demonstrate 
a strong commitment to inclusion, teachers are more motivated to innovate in learning and 
provide equitable services for students with SEN. These findings indicate that digital leadership 
in special schools is fundamentally an ethical and pedagogical practice. Technology becomes 
meaningful only when school leaders position inclusion and equity as the central values guiding 
digital transformation. As one principal explained: 

“Technology is important, but our main responsibility is ensuring that no child is left behind. Some students 
cannot adapt quickly to digital systems, so the school must adapt the system to the students, not force the 
students to follow the system” (P1).  
A teacher also stated, “When the principal supports us, we feel more confident to modify assignments, 
simplify digital instructions, or provide alternative assessments for students with SEN” (ST2). 
To address these conditions, school leaders implemented a practice known as "moral-strategic 

orchestration," the ability to balance the values of equity and data-driven decision-making. Data 
from the Learning Management System (LMS), intervention reports, and Individual Education 
Program (IEP) documents were not used solely for decision-making but rather as a starting point 
for professional discussions between the principal, teachers, and special education assistants 
(SEAs) to determine the best services for students with SEN. Findings indicate varying levels of 
implementation of values-based digital leadership across the three schools studied. School A 
demonstrated the most mature practice, with the principal consistently integrating the values of 
equity and inclusion into decision-making through technology.  

The success of digital transformation within inclusive education hinges not merely on 
technological availability but on how leaders meaningfully interpret these tools to foster equity. 
School principals serve as vital agents of change; their effectiveness requires a blend of digital 
fluency, pedagogical insight, and ethical leadership to drive cultural shift. When technology is 
restricted to administrative compliance, it stifles instructional innovation and prevents inclusive 
values from taking root in daily practice. Conversely, when digital systems like Learning 
Management Systems (LMS) and student evaluation data are dynamically integrated, they 
empower teachers to flexibly customise learning and support each student’s unique journey. 

The empirical evidence highlights a clear spectrum of technological adaptation across three 
distinct institutional archetypes. School A exemplifies the strategic orchestration stage, where 
data-driven systems seamlessly transition into deeply humanised, personalised student support 
services. School B represents the cultural consolidation and capacity-building phase; while 
leadership is committed to digital systems, usage remains confined to academic reporting rather 
than routine discussions of individual needs. Meanwhile, School C stagnates at a symbolic or 
technical adoption stage, treating digital platforms as a rhetorical tool for bureaucratic compliance 
without analysing the actual learning barriers faced by students with special educational needs. 
 
Strategic Development of Digital Capacity through Continuous Professional Learning 
and Collaboration 

The research findings show that developing teachers' digital capacity in schools is more 
effective when implemented sustainably in daily activities, rather than through short-term formal 
training. Interviews with teachers and special education teachers (SETs) revealed that previous 
training often focused solely on the use of applications such as LMSs or presentation media but 
did not adequately address the real-world challenges of inclusive classrooms. For example, 
teachers struggle to adapt digital materials for slow learners, students with attention-deficit 
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disorders, or students who require simpler, more repetitive instruction. One teacher explained 
that when using an LMS, all students receive the same assignments, even though each student's 
ability to understand instructions varies. This situation forces teachers to find their own ways to 
modify materials to make them more accessible to students with SEN.  

To address this, schools have begun implementing digital coaching through regular 
discussions between the principal, vice principal, class teachers, subject teachers, and the Special 
Education Team (SET). These activities take the form of weekly clinics, internal communication 
groups, and post-learning reflection sessions. Teachers can directly discuss real-world issues, such 
as how to create simpler learning videos, use clearer images, or use alternative assessments more 
appropriate for students with SEN. In FGDs, teachers also reported that using shared 
documents and school communication groups is very helpful, as it allows them to share materials, 
provide feedback, and adjust learning strategies quickly without waiting for formal meetings. A 
special education teacher further explained: 

“Sometimes the training only teaches us how to operate the platform, but not how to adapt it for children 
who cannot read instructions independently. In our classroom, some students need audio explanations, 
repeated instructions, or visual symbols before they understand the task.” (SET1) 
“When I upload the same worksheet for all students in the LMS, students with learning difficulties often 
become confused and stop working. Finally, I created another version manually with shorter sentences and 
more pictures.” (SET3) 
Participant observation and analysis of digital activities indicate that teachers' increased use 

of technology does not necessarily translate into improved inclusive learning. At School A, there 
is a strong alignment between digital training and classroom practice. Teachers are not only 
proficient in using the LMS, presentation applications, or digital learning media but also 
understand how these technologies are tailored to the needs of students with SEN. For example, 
teachers routinely modify assignments in the LMS to varying levels of difficulty, provide 
instructional videos with simpler explanations, and use alternative assessments such as image-
based assignments or audio recordings for students who struggle with writing. The principal and 
the SET also actively conduct joint evaluations to ensure that technology use truly supports 
learning equity. 

True professional development for teachers goes far beyond acquiring technical IT 
competencies; it must be deeply intertwined with inclusive values and classroom realities. 
Meaningful capacity building is not driven by the frequency of software training, but by how 
technology is leveraged as a pedagogical instrument to serve students with special educational 
needs (SEN). To shift teacher professional development from a rigid, procedural activity into a 
transformative experience, schools must foster job-embedded collaboration. This includes 
cultivating a culture of ongoing peer mentoring, shared accountability, and reflective case 
discussions that allow educators to move past conventional, one-size-fits-all teaching methods 
and successfully implement differentiated learning. 

The empirical findings from School B and School C clearly represent how a focus on mere 
technical adoption fails to achieve genuine educational equity. In School B, while digital activity is 
high, training remains strictly technical, leading to a lack of differentiation and minimal 
collaboration between regular and special education teachers. Similarly, School C exposes a stark 
disconnect between formal policy and actual classroom execution, where digital platforms are 
used superficially to upload standard assignments and fulfil bureaucratic formalities. Together, 
these cases demonstrate that without integrating technology with inclusive practices, vulnerable 
students continue to face systemic learning barriers despite the presence of digital systems. 
  
Adaptive Governance through Technology, Data, and Personalisation in SEN Services 

This study found that inclusive digital leadership in schools is evident in adaptive 
governance, namely, schools' ability to use technology to make quick, accurate decisions while 
still addressing the individual needs of SEN students. Based on document analysis and system 
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observations, the use of an LMS, learning dashboard, and digital reporting system helps 
principals, vice principals, teachers, and special education teachers (SET) monitor student progress 
more quickly and in a structured manner. For example, attendance data, assignment completion, 
assessment results, and student behaviour records can be viewed in real time, making it easier for 
teachers to recognise changes in student learning conditions.  

Data shows a fairly high level of student participation, but interviews and focus group 
discussions confirm that the school does not use this figure as the sole measure of success. The 
principal emphasised that digital data is used as an early warning system, namely as an early sign to 
detect students who are beginning to experience learning difficulties, decreased motivation, or 
social-emotional challenges. One principal explained: 

“We do not only look at whether students log in or submit assignments. Sometimes, a student who suddenly 
stops accessing the LMS is also actually facing emotional difficulties or learning fatigue.” (P1) 
“For students with SEN, low activity in the LMS does not always mean they are lazy. Some students need 
repeated guidance, while others become anxious when they see too many instructions on the screen.” (SET1) 
Furthermore, field observations show that digital data in schools is not used in isolation but 

is discussed collaboratively in multidisciplinary forums involving the principal, vice principal, 
class teachers, subject teachers, guidance counsellors, and "moral-strategic " special education teachers 
(SET). In these forums, data from the LMS, such as attendance, late assignment submissions, 
assessment results, and student activity in the digital classroom, are not used as definitive 
conclusions but are instead linked to students' actual conditions at school.  

For example, when a student with SEN is seen rarely accessing the LMS and their 
assignment grades are declining, teachers do not immediately assume the student is lazy or 
undisciplined, but instead investigate whether the student is experiencing difficulty understanding 
the material, emotional problems at home, concentration problems, or obstacles in using digital 
devices. This information is then matched with targets in the Individual Education Program (IEP) so 
that the school can determine more personalised interventions, such as simplifying assignments, 
providing additional time, using shorter learning videos, audio-visual assistance, or direct 
mentoring by a special education teacher. One teacher described: 

“During evaluation meetings, we compare LMS data with classroom observations; they are actually trying 
hard and only need simpler instructions.” (SET2) 
“We adjust the intervention based on each student’s condition. Some students need visual support, some 
need direct mentoring, and others only need extra time to complete assignments.” (SET2) 
The findings also highlight some real implementation challenges. Not all students have 

access to devices and a stable internet connection, so using an LMS can sometimes exacerbate 
learning gaps. Some teachers also observed that students, especially those with attention-deficit 
disorders, are easily distracted by digital devices, becoming more interested in games or social 
media than in learning materials. Furthermore, LMS analytics systems often display only 
quantitative data, such as login frequency or assignment completion, without capturing students' 
learning effort, emotional state, or adaptation processes. As a result, students who are working 
hard but facing learning challenges can appear “less active” in the system.  

The findings confirm that adaptive governance in inclusive digital schools should be 
understood as a value-driven leadership practice rather than merely an administrative or 
technological process. Effective school leaders are not those who maximise digital efficiency, but 
those who can integrate technological systems with empathy, reflective judgment, and inclusive 
pedagogical values. In this sense, digital transformation is meaningful only when it advances 
educational justice and supports the diverse developmental needs of all learners, particularly 
students with SEN. This demonstrates that the success of digital transformation is not 
determined solely by technological sophistication but by governance that harmoniously integrates 
the values of equity, data use, and pedagogical practices. (Cardona, 2022; Mariyono & Sulistiono, 
2025). 
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Table 2. Table of Research Result 
Aspects Fundings Validation 

Values-Based 
Leadership: Justice, 
Equality, and Moral 
Strategic 
Orchestration 

1. School leaders interpreted inclusive 
digital leadership as an ethical 
commitment centred on justice, equity, 
and accessibility for students with SEN 
rather than merely technological 
modernisation.  

2. School A demonstrated strategic 
orchestration by integrating LMS data, 
IEPs, and collaborative discussions 
into inclusive decision-making. At the 
same time, School B remained in the 
cultural consolidation stage, and School 
C tended toward symbolic adoption. 

Interview:  
Principals and teachers emphasised that 
technology should adapt to students’ needs: 
“The school must adapt the system to the students”.  
Observation:  
Researchers observed regular collaborative 
meetings to discuss LMS data and SEN 
interventions in the school.  
Document Analysis:  
IEP records, LMS reports, and inclusive 
policy documents. 

Strategic Development 
of Digital Capacity 
through Continuous 
Professional Learning 
and Collaboration 

1. Teachers’ digital competence 
developed more effectively through 
continuous collaboration, reflection, 
and practice-based coaching than 
through short-term technical training.  

2. Professional learning became 
meaningful when directly connected to 
inclusive classroom realities, such as 
adapting digital materials, simplifying 
instructions, and modifying 
assessments for SEN students. 

Interview:  
Teachers and SETs reported that formal 
training focused mainly on operating LMS 
platforms rather than adapting instruction 
for SEN students.  
FGD:  
Participants described the benefits of 
weekly clinics, shared documents, and 
collaborative reflection forums. 
Observation:  
Researchers observed differentiated 
assignments, modified learning videos, and 
collaborative mentoring practices in School 
A, while Schools B and C showed 
inconsistent implementation. 

Adaptive Governance 
through Technology, 
Data, and 
Personalisation in 
SEN Services 

1. Adaptive governance emerged through 
the use of LMS dashboards, digital 
reporting systems, and collaborative 
interpretation of student data to 
support personalised interventions for 
SEN students.  

2. Leaders used data as an early warning 
system rather than as a sole indicator of 
achievement.  

Interview:  
Principals and SETs explained that low 
LMS participation was interpreted 
contextually rather than as indiscipline. 
Observation:  
Multidisciplinary meetings linked LMS 
analytics, classroom observations, and IEP 
targets to determine interventions. 
Document Analysis:  
LMS logs, attendance records, intervention 
reports, and IEP documents 

Source: Data Collection, 2024 

 
Discussion 

This study offers a closer look at how inclusive digital leadership is understood and 
practised in Indonesian special junior high schools during the ongoing digital transformation. 
Rather than viewing digital leadership only as a technical or administrative matter, the findings 
show that school leaders interpret it as part of their broader responsibility to create fair and 
meaningful learning opportunities for students with SEN.(Óskarsdóttir et al., 2020). The findings 
demonstrate that digital leadership in special schools cannot be reduced to technological 
management or administrative modernisation alone. Instead, leadership emerges as a moral, 
pedagogical, and adaptive orchestration process through which school leaders continuously 
negotiate tensions between equity and efficiency, personalisation and standardisation, and 
technological innovation and human-centred educational values. (D. E. DeMatthews et al., 2021).  

One of the most important findings of this study is that moral and educational values 
strongly shape digital leadership in inclusive schools. School leaders did not simply focus on 
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introducing technology into classrooms or administrative systems. Instead, they consistently 
connected digital initiatives with questions of fairness, accessibility, and equal learning 
opportunities for students with SEN. (Liasidou & Svensson, 2014). Unlike conventional 
perspectives that conceptualise digital leadership primarily as technological innovation or 
organisational efficiency (Karakose et al., 2023), this study found that school leaders consistently 
interpreted digital transformation through the lens of justice, accessibility, and educational equity. 
This finding aligns with (UNESCO, 2023). argument that technology in education should not be 
evaluated merely by access or infrastructure, but by the extent to which it supports equitable 
learning opportunities for all learners. (Fitzgerald & Radford, 2022). 

Theoretically, these findings contribute to the understanding of inclusive digital leadership 
by proposing that leadership should be understood not as technological management alone, but 
as moral-strategic orchestration.(Cambron-McCabe & McCarthy, 2005). Existing digital 
leadership frameworks frequently emphasise innovation, efficiency, and organisational change 
(Karakose et al., 2023; Mertens et al., 2024). However, the present study demonstrates that in 
SEN contexts, leadership effectiveness depends on leaders’ capacity to mediate tensions between 
institutional accountability systems and individualised educational needs. Leaders are required to 
interpret technology critically, recognising both its opportunities and limitations. This finding also 
resonates with Ainscow's argument that inclusion is not a fixed policy outcome but a continuous 
process of negotiating participation, equity, and responsiveness within schools. (Liasidou & 
Svensson, 2014). 

Another important contribution of this study concerns the identification of tension 
between standardisation and personalisation in digital systems. Digital technologies such as LMS 
platforms and reporting dashboards are generally designed around standardised structures, 
efficiency, and measurable outcomes. However, students with SEN often require individualised 
pacing, differentiated instruction, emotional support, and flexible assessment approaches. (Carter 
& Abawi, 2018). As observed in this study, school leaders recognised that digital participation 
metrics, such as login frequency, assignment completion, and attendance, did not necessarily 
reflect meaningful learning engagement. Some students with SEN demonstrated limited online 
activity, not due to low motivation but to anxiety, concentration difficulties, sensory overload, or 
challenges in understanding instructions. Consequently, school leaders and teachers interpreted 
digital data cautiously and supplemented quantitative information with contextual observations, 
classroom interactions, and IEP documentation.(Fitzgerald & Radford, 2022). 

Another important finding relates to how schools develop teachers’ digital capacity through 
continuous collaboration and professional learning. The study shows that teachers were more 
likely to improve their inclusive digital practices when learning occurred through ongoing 
reflection, peer discussion, mentoring, and classroom-based problem solving rather than through 
one-time technical workshops. (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013). This study found that teachers’ 
digital competencies developed more effectively through ongoing, practice-based collaboration 
than through one-off technical workshops. Teachers repeatedly emphasised that formal training 
often focused narrowly on operating platforms or applications without addressing the realities of 
inclusive classrooms. As a result, many teachers initially struggled to adapt digital content for 
students with SEN who required simplified instructions, visual scaffolding, audio explanations, or 
differentiated assignments. (C. A. Anderson et al., 2014; Western, 2018). 

These findings strongly support theories of situated professional learning and collaborative 
professional development. (Lave & Wenger, 1991), argued that meaningful learning occurs 
through participation in communities of practice where knowledge is constructed socially and 
contextually. Similarly, it is emphasised that job-embedded collaboration is more effective than 
isolated training because teachers learn directly from authentic classroom experiences. In this 
study, schools that implemented weekly reflection forums, digital coaching clinics, collaborative 
mentoring, and shared online discussion groups demonstrated stronger integration between 
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technology use and inclusive pedagogy. Teachers learned not only how to use digital tools but 
also how to modify them to support students’ diverse learning needs. (Hunzicker, 2012). 

Importantly, this study also demonstrates that professional learning in inclusive digital 
schools is not merely about increasing technological competence. Rather, it involves developing 
reflective and adaptive pedagogical judgment. (Larson & Murtadha, 2002). Teachers continuously 
evaluated whether technology actually enhanced participation and accessibility for students with 
SEN. This finding extends TPACK theory, which traditionally focuses on integrating technology, 
pedagogy, and content. The findings of this study suggest that inclusive contexts require an 
additional ethical dimension. Teachers and leaders must not only determine whether technology 
is pedagogically appropriate, but also whether it promotes accessibility, dignity, and equitable 
participation for students with diverse learning needs. (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). 

Furthermore, the findings reveal that collaborative digital coaching contributes to the 
emergence of distributed leadership practices within schools. Leadership was not concentrated 
solely in principals but was distributed among SET teachers, ICT coordinators, vice principals, 
and classroom teachers, who collectively interpreted problems and developed solutions. This 
supports (Azorín et al., 2021) and (Harris et al., 2022)s argument that distributed leadership 
enables schools to respond more flexibly to complex educational challenges. However, the 
findings also suggest that distributed leadership alone is insufficient unless guided by a shared 
commitment to inclusive values. In schools where collaboration lacked a strong, inclusive 
orientation, technology use remained fragmented and procedural. (Wang, 2018). 

Another important contribution of this study lies in its contextual focus on Indonesian 
special junior high schools. (Allen et al., 1999; Aziz & Hussain, 2025). Existing literature on 
digital leadership and inclusive education has predominantly emerged from Western or highly 
developed educational contexts. (Karakose et al., 2023; Mertens et al., 2024). Empirical evidence 
from developing countries, particularly within special education settings, remains limited. By 
examining leadership practices in Indonesian schools implementing Merdeka Belajar reforms, this 
study offers contextually grounded insights into how digital transformation is negotiated in 
environments characterised by uneven infrastructure, varying teacher capacities, and resource 
constraints. (Carter & Abawi, 2018; Wang, 2018). 

Despite these contributions, this study has several limitations. First, the study involved only 
three special junior high schools, limiting the transferability of findings to broader educational 
contexts. (Theoharis, 2007). Although qualitative research does not aim for statistical 
generalisation, additional studies involving more diverse school settings could provide richer 
comparative insights. Second, observations were conducted within a limited time frame, making 
it difficult to capture long-term changes in leadership practices and digital transformation 
processes.(D. DeMatthews & Mawhinney, 2014). Third, while triangulation enhanced 
trustworthiness, the interpretive nature of qualitative analysis means that findings remain 
influenced by researchers’ perspectives. (Hoppey & McLeskey, 2013; Larson & Murtadha, 2002). 

Overall, the findings suggest that inclusive digital leadership in special schools is far more 
complex than simply adopting new technologies. Successful digital transformation depends on 
how school leaders connect technology with inclusive values, collaborative professional cultures, 
and responsive pedagogical practices. Technology can help schools expand participation and 
improve access to learning for students with SEN, but only when it is implemented thoughtfully 
and interpreted in light of students’ diverse needs. Rather, it is a dynamic process of ethical 
negotiation, collaborative learning, and adaptive governance aimed at ensuring equitable 
participation for students with SEN. Technology alone does not create inclusion. Its impact 
depends fundamentally on how school leaders interpret, organise, and humanise digital systems 
within the everyday realities of schooling.  
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Table 3. Findings, Theoretical Analysis, and Research Contributions 
Research Findings Theoretical Analysis Contribution  

Inclusive digital leadership is 
interpreted as a moral 
commitment centred on 
justice, equity, and 
accessibility rather than 
technological modernisation 
alone. 

Supports inclusive leadership theory 
(Ainscow, 2020; Tracy-Bronson, 
2024) and extends digital leadership 
perspectives by emphasising ethical 
mediation and moral-strategic 
orchestration. 

Introduces the concept of moral-
strategic orchestration to explain how 
school leaders negotiate equity and 
digital transformation in SEN contexts 

Digital systems such as LMS 
platforms and dashboards 
create tensions between 
standardisation and 
personalisation. 

Reinforces theories of inclusive 
pedagogy and data literacy 
(Mandinach & Gummer, 2016) by 
showing that quantitative data 
require contextual interpretation 

Demonstrates that digital-inclusive 
leadership is interpretive rather than 
purely managerial or technical 

School A demonstrated 
strategic orchestration, School 
B reflected cultural 
consolidation, and School C 
remained at the stage of 
symbolic adoption. 

Aligns with change and leadership 
theories emphasising contextual 
implementation and organisational 
culture (Fullan, 2020; Harris & 
Jones, 2018). 

Proposes a developmental continuum 
of inclusive digital leadership: technical 
adoption, cultural consolidation, and 
strategic orchestration. 

Teachers developed digital 
competence more effectively 
through collaborative, job-
embedded professional 
learning than through one-off 
technical training. 

Supports situated learning and 
professional learning community 
theories (Hunzicker, 2012; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). 

Extends Teacher Professional 
Development (TPD) discussions by 
emphasising inclusive digital coaching 
rooted in classroom realities 

Effective technology 
integration depended on 
teachers’ ability to adapt 
digital materials for SEN 
students. 

Extends TPACK theory (Mishra & 
Koehler, 2006) by adding ethical and 
accessibility dimensions to 
technology integration. 

Proposes that inclusive digital 
pedagogy requires ethical-pedagogical 
judgment rather than merely 
technological competence. 

Digital governance was used 
as an early warning system 
rather than solely for 
accountability purposes. 

Consistent with formative 
assessment and reflective data-use 
theories (Black & Wiliam, 2009; 
Schildkamp, 2019). 

Demonstrates that adaptive governance 
in inclusive schools requires reflective 
interpretation of data rather than 
mechanistic accountability. 

Source: Data Collection, 2024 

CONCLUSION 

This exploratory research demonstrates that inclusive leadership in special schools has 
undergone a crucial paradigm shift in the digital era, moving decisively from a traditional focus 
on routine administrative efficiency toward value-driven leadership practices centred on 
educational equity, human dignity, and justice. The success of school digitalisation is 
fundamentally not determined by technological sophistication or the sheer volume of software 
adoption, but rather by how school leaders act as active agents of change who integrate complex 
digital platforms with empathy, collaborative professional cultures, and responsive pedagogical 
judgments. Through the conceptual lens of "moral-strategic orchestration," this study successfully 
bridges the critical gap between digital capacity development and actual classroom realities, 
revealing that technology is not the centre of transformation itself. Instead, it serves as a critical 
pedagogical instrument whose true value depends entirely on how far it enables equitable 
participation, targeted differentiated learning, and meaningful instructional opportunities for 
students with special educational needs (SEN). 

Practically and contextually, these findings provide a valuable, empirically grounded 
roadmap for policymakers, school principals, and educators to ensure that future digitalisation 
initiatives, particularly within the national Merdeka Belajar curriculum framework, prioritise 
adaptive support, cross-professional mentoring, and localised data interpretation over 
mechanistic, bureaucratic compliance. Cultivating a collaborative culture through job-embedded 
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professional development, such as regular multidisciplinary case discussions and peer-led 
coaching clinics, is essential to transform teachers' digital capacity from procedural compliance 
into a deeply reflective, transformative practice. Nevertheless, this study is subject to several 
methodological limitations, primarily its exploratory focus on three special junior high schools 
and six institutional leaders, which naturally restricts the immediate generalizability and 
transferability of the results to broader special education contexts. To address these boundaries, 
future research should incorporate comprehensive mixed-methods and longitudinal designs 
aimed at building and testing structured, measurable frameworks for values-based digital 
leadership that can meticulously track long-term advancements in ethical data utilisation, inclusive 
professional learning systems, and sustainable educational equity across diverse special education 
settings. 
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