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Introduction
[bookmark: OLE_LINK20]Due to the intertwining of historical, cultural, and social norms, numerous social factors have influenced the educational development of people with disabilities in China (Deng, Poon-Mcbrayer and Farnsworth, 2001). Historically, this population has faced significant stigma, which has often hindered their access to quality education (Zhang and Rosen, 2018). This study seeks to explore the potential to uncover barriers to educational advancement and to advocate for the adoption of more inclusive practices within the educational sector. It will examine the complex interplay between these factors, focusing particularly on how family support, educational opportunities, societal and cultural expectations, and peer interactions shape the educational trajectories of individuals with disabilities in China (Wang, Cui and Fan, 2025). Given the study’s emphasis on the lived experiences of people with disabilities, Sloan and Bowe (2014) highlight that qualitative methodology, grounded in an understanding of the subjective and experiential world of individuals, is particularly appropriate. This approach facilitates a deeper description of personal experiences (Sloan and Bowe, 2014, citing Patton, 2002). Consequently, phenomenology—more specifically, interpretative phenomenological analysis (Smith and Osborn, 2015) — will serve as the primary framework for conducting this research. This framework will assist in gaining a deeper insight into the nature of these lived experiences and provide a lens through which to interpret the significance and meaning of the challenges and opportunities faced by students with disabilities within the Chinese education system (Zhou, 2024).
This paper examines how well this framework can be applied in practice. The study describes specific methods for gathering and analysing data. It also carefully evaluates both the advantages and drawbacks of the approach. The research has two main goals. First, it seeks to improve our knowledge about the complex challenges facing students who have disabilities. Second, it attempts to provide useful insights for later studies and for creating policies in this area. 
Identification of Research Area
[bookmark: OLE_LINK22]This research focuses on identifying the various social obstacles that affect the education of people with disabilities in China. Government programs like the Second Phase Special Education Promotion Plan (2017–2020) have brought some improvements (Yang, 2020). However, major differences still exist between disabled and non-disabled students in terms of educational opportunities and performance (Li et al., 2021). These differences show that more research is needed in this area. Laws such as the Regulations on the Education of Persons with Disabilities (State Council, 2021) have made inclusive education an official policy. Yet, deep-rooted cultural attitudes and systemic issues still prevent students with disabilities from fully participating in education (Qu, 2022). Research shows a clear contradiction between policy goals and real-world implementation. Studies confirm that inclusive education benefits both disabled students and their classmates (Xu, Cooper and Sin, 2018). Evidence also suggests that proper inclusion efforts can lead to better academic results (Jones, Ni, and Wang, 2021).
However, schools often struggle to put these policies into practice. According to OECD (2020), China has fewer special education teachers per student (1:8.3) compared to the OECD average (1:4.1). This shortage makes it difficult to provide adequate support. Current studies have two main limitations. First, there are not enough in-depth studies that focus on the personal experiences of disabled students. Second, more research is needed to understand how support systems work in schools (Xu, Zhu and Smith, 2022).
A deeper cultural analysis reveals persistent contradictions. Traditional deficit-based models of disability, which equate disability with incompetence, continue to dominate Chinese educational discourses (Xu, Zhu, and Smith, 2022; Semmel and Gao, 1992). Such perceptions not only lower educators’ expectations—a phenomenon linked to the Pygmalion effect (Rosenthal effect, see Xu et al., 2020)—but also negatively impact family support systems and exacerbate peer exclusion (Zhang and Miao, 2022). These dual suppression mechanisms are likely to further marginalise disabled students within educational settings.

This study develops a four-part framework to examine key factors affecting disabled students' education:
· [bookmark: OLE_LINK23]Family Background Factor: This dimension examines the crucial relationship between family socioeconomic resources and educational opportunities for students with disabilities. Building upon Bourdieu's (1986) foundational work on cultural capital, the analysis focuses on how families transmit knowledge, skills, and educational expectations that align with school requirements. 
· School System Challenges: The study conducts a comprehensive evaluation of structural challenges within China's special education infrastructure. Recent data from the Ministry of Education (2023) indicates significant resource disparities, with 2,353 special education institutions serving 918,400 students nationwide. The current teacher-student ratio of 1:14.3 reveals substantial gaps when compared to UNESCO's (2020) recommended standards of 1:6 for special education settings. 
· [bookmark: OLE_LINK24]Social Attitudes: Drawing on Goffman's (1963) seminal conceptualization of stigma, this dimension explores how societal attitudes shape the educational experiences of students with disabilities. The framework examines the social processes through which disability becomes constructed as a negative label, leading to exclusionary practices in school environments. 
· Peer Relationship: Utilizing Social Network Analysis methodologies, this component investigates the critical role of peer relationships in fostering academic engagement. Mamas et al.'s (2020) longitudinal research demonstrates that students with disabilities who establish strong social connections within supportive peer groups show measurable improvements in both academic persistence and emotional resilience. 
This study examines how these interconnected factors shape the educational experiences of students with disabilities in China. The framework provides a systematic approach to analyse both challenges and opportunities across multiple levels. The findings will offer practical recommendations for policy improvements and resource allocation in special education systems. They will also help bridge the gap between inclusive education policies and their actual implementation in schools. Following McGregor et al. (2016), the study emphasizes recognizing disability as an important aspect of diversity that enriches learning environments. Ultimately, the research aims to contribute to shifting China's education system from superficial inclusion to meaningful equity (Deng, Poon-Mcbrayer & Farnsworth, 2001; UNESCO, 2020). 

Philosophical and Theoretical Framework
This study draws on three complementary theoretical frameworks—interpretivism, constructivism, and phenomenology — each of which has distinct strengths in examining how students with disabilities experience China’s education system. Meanwhile, interpretivism and constructivism help explore how social factors influence the educational experiences of students with disabilities (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). These approaches recognize that meaning is constructed through social interaction and varies in different contexts (Stolz, 2022). Nevertheless, their focus on subjective interpretation makes it difficult to generalize the findings to China’s diverse population of students with disabilities (Zhang & Rosen, 2018). Constructivism builds on this by proposing that individuals actively construct knowledge through experience and social interaction (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Together, these approaches emphasize several key principles: the value of personal experience, the process of creating meaning, and the social nature of what public consider “real” (Sloan & Bowe, 2014; Stolz, 2022). These frameworks, when applied to disability research, reveal important insights which indicate that disability is not limited to medical diagnosis but also includes how society views and treats differences (Xu, Zhu & Smith, 2022), and in the context of education in China, it means examining how students, families, and teachers jointly understand and cope with disability.
Furthermore, this study mainly uses phenomenological methods, especially interpretive phenomenology, to deeply explore the lived experiences of students with disabilities. Phenomenology strives to understand how individuals consciously experience and perceive the world (Osborn & Husserl, 1932). It extends and emphasizes the interpretation of these experiences in social and cultural contexts (Stolz, 2022). Interpretive phenomenology provides a particularly valuable tool for this study. It examines in detail what it means to be a student with disabilities in the Chinese education system (Osborn & Husserl, 1932). This method emphasizes the reflexivity of the researcher and requires the researcher to constantly examine their own assumptions during the interpretation of the data (Smith & Osborn, 2015). Although phenomenology can provide in-depth understanding, its abstract nature requires researchers to be cautious and careful in the use of methodology, so, researchers are supposed to pay close attention to the nuances of language and contextual factors that influence the construction of meaning. The approach also requires researchers to continuously identify and address potential biases throughout the research process (Stolz, 2022).
This study integrates hermeneutic, constructivist, and phenomenological approaches to build a comprehensive theoretical foundation. These frameworks are unified by hermeneutic principles and together form a multidimensional examination of the educational experiences of students with disabilities in China. While each approach has its own unique analytical advantages, combining them enables in providing a more comprehensive understanding than any single framework. It is particularly valuable for studying marginalized groups because it captures both structural barriers and individual experiences (Sloan and Bowe, 2014; Ryan, 2018; William, 2024). According to these researchers, frameworks complement each other - interpretivism reveals the social construction of disability, phenomenology illuminates individual cognitions, and constructivism explains the process of forming these cognitions. Thus, they facilitate analysis at multiple levels: from broad cultural norms to classroom interactions to individual educational journeys. 

Justification of Framework Appropriateness
This study's adoption of interpretivist and constructivist approaches, enriched by phenomenological perspectives, represents a carefully considered methodological choice that aligns precisely with its research objectives. These philosophical frameworks prove particularly well-suited for investigating the complex and multifaceted educational experiences of students with disabilities within the distinctive context of China's educational system. This is because these approaches share a fundamental commitment to understanding subjective experiences and socially constructed meanings (Sloan and Bowe, 2014; Ryan, 2018; William, 2024), which proves indispensable for this investigation given its focus on personal narratives and lived realities. The strength of these combined frameworks lies in their capacity to illuminate the multiple dimensions that shape disabled students' educational trajectories. While structural factors like policy implementation and resource allocation certainly play important roles, these approaches recognize that students' experiences are equally, if not more profoundly, influenced by their personal interpretations of daily interactions within educational institutions, complex family dynamics, and evolving peer relationships (Wang, Cui & Fan, 2025). Moreover, these frameworks enable a sophisticated examination of how broader sociocultural forces - including China's deep-rooted historical conceptions of disability and contemporary social expectations - fundamentally shape educational opportunities and outcomes (Qu, 2022). The complementary perspectives offer several distinct analytical advantages that merit particular emphasis. First, they provide conceptual tools to understand how individuals actively process, negotiate, and respond to various social influences, thereby contributing to the ongoing construction of their identities as both students and social participants (Ryan, 2018; William, 2024). Second, by treating disability as a culturally and socially constructed phenomenon rather than a fixed medical category, they allow for culturally sensitive analyses that avoid imposing Western-centric notions of disability while carefully attending to locally specific meanings (William, 2024). Thirdly, they facilitate careful consideration of how traditional Chinese values and belief systems continue to influence contemporary perceptions of disability within educational settings (Qu, 2022).

The incorporation of phenomenological approaches adds essential depth and texture to the investigation by maintaining rigorous focus on students' immediate, first-person experiences (Sloan and Bowe, 2014). Through its specialized methods and conceptual framework, phenomenology reveals how disabled students consciously experience and interpret their engagement with various aspects of the educational environment (Osborn & Husserl, 1932). This focus helps uncover both obstacles and opportunities that might otherwise remain obscured by more distant, third-person perspectives.
By integrating thoughtfully, these approaches create a robust, multidimensional research framework capable of capturing: the deeply personal interpretations of school experiences; the social construction of disability within China's specific cultural context; the subtle yet powerful cultural influences on educational practice; and the immediate, felt quality of being a disabled student navigating the education system. This sophisticated combination provides an essential requirement for producing meaningful, contextually grounded research within China's distinctive educational landscape. 

Research Design and Methodology
To comprehensively investigate the multifaceted social factors affecting the educational development of individuals with disabilities in China, this research employs a qualitative methodological approach, with semi-structured interviews and focus groups serving as the principal data collection techniques. The selection of qualitative methodology is fundamentally grounded in its unique ability to yield profound, contextualized understandings of participants' lived experiences, personal perspectives, and meaning-making processes (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018).
Qualitative methods offer distinct advantages for this study's objectives, particularly in their capacity to: (1) capture the intricate nuances of human experience that quantitative approaches might overlook; (2) explore the complex interplay between individual agency and structural constraints; and (3) illuminate the socially constructed nature of educational experiences for disabled students in China (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). As Cohen and colleagues (2018) emphasize, qualitative research excels in examining phenomena where understanding subjective meanings and contextual factors is paramount, consider the study's focus on disability experiences within China's unique educational background.
The semi-structured interview format was deliberately chosen for its dual advantages of providing methodological consistency while preserving essential flexibility. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), this approach enables researchers to: (a) maintain focus on key research questions through prepared guiding questions; (b) adapt to emerging themes and participant-led directions during interviews; and (c) create an open, conversational space where participants feel comfortable sharing sensitive personal experiences. Such characteristics make semi-structured interviews particularly effective for gathering in-depth, first-person accounts of the challenges, adaptations, and successes that disabled students encounter throughout their educational journeys.
Complementing the individual interviews, focus group discussions will serve as a vital method for examining the collective dimensions of educational experience. The interactive nature of focus groups offers several unique benefits: first, they facilitate observation of how participants co-construct meanings through dialogue and debate; second, they reveal shared cultural understandings and social norms that might remain implicit in individual interviews; and third, they allow researchers to witness directly how peer dynamics and group processes influence perceptions of disability and education (Cohen et al., 2018; Qu, 2022). This method proves especially valuable for understanding how broader sociocultural forces - including traditional beliefs about disability, contemporary educational values, and institutional practices - shape the actual experiences of students with disabilities in classroom and school settings.
Together, these qualitative methods form an integrated approach that addresses multiple levels of analysis: from individual lived experiences to shared cultural understandings, and from personal meaning-making to social construction of disability identities. The combination ensures that the research captures both the subjective dimensions of educational experience and the intersubjective social processes that give these experiences their character in the Chinese context. By employing this multifaceted qualitative design, the study aims to produce findings that are both empirically rich and theoretically significant, offering substantive insights into how China's educational system might better serve students with disabilities.
This study recognizes the significant advantages of qualitative research in exploring complex social phenomena while also acknowledging its inherent limitations that require careful consideration. The approach demands substantial time investment due to the labour-intensive processes of transcription, coding, and interpretation of interview and focus group data (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). Researcher bias presents another critical challenge, as the investigator's personal perspectives may unconsciously influence data collection and analysis. Furthermore, the typically small sample sizes in qualitative studies raise questions about the generalizability of findings to the broader population of disabled students across China's diverse educational contexts. To address these methodological concerns, the study implements multiple strategies to ensure research rigor and validity. Data analysis will follow the hermeneutic circle approach, continuously moving between specific data points and broader contextual understanding to develop progressively deeper interpretations. Member checking procedures will be implemented, where participants review preliminary findings to verify the accuracy and completeness of interpretations. These measures collectively enhance the study's credibility while maintaining its qualitative depth.
Otherwise, this research design incorporates phenomenological principles into its interview methodology to capture authentic lived experiences. Interview questions will avoid abstract inquiries and instead prompt participants to describe specific, meaningful moments in their educational journeys (Sloan and Bowe, 2014). For instance, rather than asking general questions about school experiences, participants will be guided to recount particular instances of inclusion or exclusion in classroom settings. This approach grounds the study in concrete experiential narratives while aligning with the theoretical frameworks of interpretivism and constructivism （Ryan，2018；William，2024）.
While acknowledging its limitations, qualitative methodology remains ideally suited to achieve the study's objectives of understanding the complex educational experiences of disabled students in China. The combination of semi-structured interviews and focus groups allows for the collection of rich, contextual data at both individual and collective levels. By integrating multiple validation strategies and maintaining theoretical consistency throughout the research process, the study aims to produce findings that are methodologically sound while remaining deeply attuned to the nuances of participants' lived realities (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). This balanced approach ensures the research contributes meaningful insights for both academic discourse and practical improvements in inclusive education policy and practice.

Data Collection and Analysis Plan
This study adopts a rigorous methodological approach to ensure the validity and reliability of its findings (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The data collection process utilizes purposive sampling to select participants who represent diverse educational experiences of students with disabilities in China. Recruitment will be conducted through specialized institutions and schools to ensure appropriate participant selection. For data analysis, the study employs thematic analysis as the primary method, complemented by phenomenological techniques to identify meaningful patterns and core themes. The analytical process involves systematic coding of interview transcripts and focus group discussions, with particular attention to recurring themes and significant experiential accounts. To maintain analytical rigor, the research team will implement verification procedures including peer debriefing and consistency checks. By aiming at balancing approach ensures the findings are both methodologically sound and deeply grounded in participants' lived experiences, the methodology maintains strict adherence to ethical standards throughout all research phases, from participant recruitment to data interpretation. 
Data Collection Procedures
This research employs purposive sampling to select participants who can provide meaningful insights into the educational experiences of students with disabilities in China (Campbell et al., 2020). This sampling approach enables the deliberate selection of informants based on predefined criteria aligned with the study's objectives (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). The sample will include students, educators, and family members recruited through special education institutions, mainstream schools with inclusive programs, and disability support organizations across different regions of China. The recruitment strategy incorporates multiple approaches to ensure diverse representation. Initial contact will be made with educational administrators and disability advocacy groups to facilitate participant identification. Digital platforms will be expected to supplement traditional recruitment methods, particularly for reaching student populations. All potential participants will receive comprehensive information about the study's purpose, methodology, and their rights as research subjects before providing informed consent.
Data collection instruments include carefully developed semi-structured interview guides and focus group protocols. The interview protocol emphasizes individual narratives and personal experiences, while the focus group format stimulates discussion of collective experiences and shared perspectives. Both instruments underwent pilot testing with representative users to verify their effectiveness and cultural sensitivity (Cohen et al., 2018). Ethical safeguards are implemented at all stages of the research process. These include:
· Obtaining voluntary informed consent with clear withdrawal options
· Using pseudonyms and secure data storage to protect confidentiality
· Providing emotional support resources for participants when needed
· Ensuring physically and psychologically accessible research environments
This approach aims to generate authentic, nuanced data while upholding the highest ethical standards in qualitative research practice.
Data Analysis Plan
The study will employ a dual analytical approach combining thematic analysis with phenomenological techniques to systematically examine the collected data. Following Braun and Clarke's (2006) established methodology, the thematic analysis will progress through six iterative phases: initial transcription of all audio recordings into verbatim texts, repeated reading for data immersion, systematic generation of codes across the entire dataset, preliminary theme identification through code clustering, ongoing theme refinement and validation, and final thematic mapping with theoretical interpretation. This process will be conducted using qualitative analysis software to ensure systematic coding and retrieval of data segments.
To strengthen analytical rigor, the research team will implement multiple verification procedures. These include conducting member checks by sharing preliminary interpretations with participants for validation, maintaining an audit trail of all analytical decisions, and holding regular peer debriefing sessions with fellow researchers to examine emerging findings (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). The analysis will particularly focus on identifying both semantic-level themes apparent in surface meanings and latent-level themes reflecting underlying assumptions and conceptual frameworks. By complementing the thematic analysis, phenomenological reduction techniques will be applied to distil the essential structures of participants' lived experiences (Stolz, 2022). This involves: (1) identifying meaning units through horizontalization of the data, (2) transforming these units into psychologically relevant statements, (3) clustering the statements into thematic groups, and (4) synthesizing them into exhaustive descriptions of the phenomena (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Sloan and Bowe, 2014). 
The integrated analytical approach allows for comprehensive examination of both the manifest content of participants' accounts and the deeper existential meanings underlying their educational experiences. All interpretations will be grounded in the study's theoretical framework while remaining faithful to the original data. Final themes will be illustrated with representative verbatim extracts that demonstrate their empirical foundation and contextual richness. This meticulous analytical process ensures the findings are both methodologically robust and substantively meaningful for understanding disability experiences in Chinese educational settings.
Strengths and Limitations
This study's methodological approach presents several significant strengths that enhance its scholarly value. The purposive sampling design ensures the inclusion of participants with varied educational backgrounds and disability experiences, thereby capturing a comprehensive range of perspectives within the Chinese context (Campbell et al., 2020). The implementation of multiple ethical protections, including informed consent procedures and confidentiality measures, safeguards participant welfare while promoting authentic disclosure. The dual analytical framework combining thematic and phenomenological methods provides both breadth and depth in examining the complex educational experiences of students with disabilities ((Stolz, 2022; Sovacool, Iskandarova and Hall, 2023).
Several limitations warrant careful consideration in interpreting the study's findings. The purposive sampling approach, while valuable for obtaining information-rich cases, may inadvertently exclude certain populations such as students in remote rural areas or those not connected to formal support systems. The qualitative nature of the research inherently limits the generalizability of results beyond the specific study context (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Additionally, the interpretive process necessarily involves researcher subjectivity, despite systematic efforts to bracket preconceptions through reflexivity practices. Despite with these limitations, the study's methodological design incorporates multiple safeguards to ensure rigor. The combination of member checking, peer debriefing, and audit trails enhances the trustworthiness of findings. The explicit theoretical grounding in interpretivist and phenomenological frameworks provides a coherent structure for data interpretation while maintaining sensitivity to contextual factors (Ryan, 2018; William, 2024).  These methodological choices collectively offer a balanced approach to investigating the multifaceted educational experiences of students with disabilities in China, producing findings that are both empirically grounded and theoretically informed (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The study's limitations are appropriately offset by its methodological strengths, particularly its capacity to generate nuanced understandings of complex social phenomena.

Conclusion
This study presents a rigorous investigation into the multifaceted social dimensions affecting the educational experiences of students with disabilities in China. Grounded in interpretivist and constructivist paradigms with phenomenological integration, the research design provides an appropriate framework for examining the subjective realities and meaning-making processes that characterize disability experiences within Chinese educational contexts. The proposed four-dimensional analytical approach - addressing family resources, institutional structures, cultural perceptions, and peer dynamics - offers a comprehensive lens to analyse both barriers and facilitators of inclusive education. The study's significance lies in its potential to generate culturally situated knowledge that addresses critical gaps in current understanding. By centring the lived experiences of students with disabilities, the research moves beyond policy analysis to reveal how inclusive education principles manifest in daily practice. The methodological integration of qualitative techniques ensures depth of analysis while maintaining scholarly rigor through systematic verification procedures. This investigation makes three primary contributions: first, it advances theoretical understanding of disability as socially constructed within China's unique cultural context; second, it provides empirical evidence about the implementation challenges of inclusive education policies; third, it offers practical insights for developing more effective support systems. The findings will inform policy discussions while remaining grounded in the concrete realities of students' educational experiences.
In conclusion, the study aims to reframe disability within Chinese educational discourse - from a deficit perspective to recognition of disability as a valuable aspect of human variation. By bridging the persistent gap between inclusive education policy and classroom practice, the research seeks to contribute to more equitable learning environments that genuinely value and support students with disabilities. The culturally sensitive approach ensures relevance for Chinese educational reform while offering comparative insights for global inclusive education initiatives.
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I acknowledge the use of ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com/) on 13 April 2024 to write my notes into submission format using the prompt(s): 
1. Please write up these bullet points as an essay paragraph at university level. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 

Example 4 - acknowledgement of the use of multiple AI tools: 
I acknowledge the use of SciSpace (https://typeset.io/) on 28 June 2024 to support my research using the prompt(s): 
1. Please provide me with materials on the American Civil War. 
2. Please provide me with materials on the reception of Gone with the Wind. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
I acknowledge the use of Adobe Express (https://www.adobe.com/express/) on 24 June 2024 to edit photographic material: 
1. Remove background from Figure 1. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
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