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Abstract
University students with visual impairment in Israel and worldwide face multiple academic and social barriers and must
develop techniques, strategies and skills to adjust to the university environment. The current article is based on a lon-
gitudinal qualitative study aimed at incorporating students’ voices and offers some insight into the ways students expe-
rience their academic journeys. The research method combined grounded theory with the emancipatory disability re-
search paradigm,which draws explicitly frompeoplewith disabilities’ collective experience and thus directly challenges this
group’s widespread social oppression. This combination allowed the researcher to focus on students’ initial experiences as
subjectively perceived. Sixteen students all defined as legally blind, from four universities in Israel, were interviewed over
a 2-year period of their studies. The findings present two complementary narratives the interviewees used while config-
uring their identities. The article will focus on findings that suggest that during their academic journeys, students needed
to manage a process of integrating their identity both as disabled and as students, choosing when and where to perform
each identity and determining what the implications of each choice were along with each one’s related costs and benefits.
The study’s implications and recommendations can help professionals and support services improve inclusion and equality
in higher education.
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1. Introduction: Research Background

In the last three decades, the number of university stu-
dents with disabilities in Israel and elsewhere has in-
creased steadily (Bruder &Mogro-Wilson, 2010; Heiman,
Almog, & Godder, 2006; Wisbey & Kalivoda, 2016). This
increase resulted from policy changes that broaden ac-
cess to higher education and from legislative processes
ensuring the rights of people with disabilities (Riddell,
Tinklin, & Wilson, 2005; Vickerman & Blundell, 2010),
including ratification of the Convention on the Rights
of People with Disabilities (CRPD), which mandates the
right to higher education (Kanter, 2015) and from the

implementation of Israel Equal Rights for People with
Disabilities Law of 1998. Similar to the Americans with
Disabilities Act (ADA), this Israeli law demands full inclu-
sion for individuals with disabilities, declaring the right of
people with disabilities to be equal members of society,
treated with respect and support (Vilchinsky & Findler,
2004). Although the law’s regulations regarding the ac-
cessibility of higher education institutions were enacted
in 2016, they were scheduled to take full effect by the
end of 2018. In themeantime, Israeli higher education in-
stitutions continue towrite disability provisions into their
policies and are progressing in terms of accommodations
and support services for students with disabilities.
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People with disabilities have lower employment
rates than the rest of the population does, no matter
their qualification level. In Israel, only 51% of working-
age persons with disabilities are employed compared
with an employment rate of 79% for the rest of the pop-
ulation (Barlev, Admon-Rick, Keren-Abraham, & Haber,
2017). Nonetheless, the employment rate for people
with disabilities with academic degrees was higher
(74.3%; Berman & Naon, 2004; Pinto & Fass, 2014)
but remains lower than that of nondisabled graduates
(88.2%; Israeli Ministry of Economy, 2013). The situation
of the legally blind population in Israel is even worse,
as only 33% of those of working age (19–64) are em-
ployed (Monikendam-Givon, 2017). However, the em-
ployment rate among legally blind university graduates
is extremely high at 68% but still 20% lower than that of
the nondisabled university graduate population (Berman
& Naon, 2004; Naon et al., 2012).

Despite the increase in the number of students with
disabilities and the growing understanding of the impor-
tance of higher education for people with disabilities,
empirical research on this group remains quite limited
(Peña, 2014), and most of the literature concerning stu-
dentswith disabilities has focused on learning disabilities
(Heiman & Precel, 2003; Kimball, Wells, Ostiguy, Manly,
& Lauterbach, 2016). Only a few articles have explored
university students with visual impairment (VI), such as
Lewin-Jones and Hodgson (2004), Myers and Bastian
(2010), Pfau (2007) and Wong (2014). Many reviewed
assistive technology (Bishop & Rhind, 2011; Fichten,
Asuncion, Barile, Ferraro, & Wolforth, 2009; Gurb, 2000;
Phatthanan, Singha, & Chanboon, 2017;Wolffe, Candela,
& Johnson, 2003) or student support services and ac-
commodations (Heiman et al., 2006; Hewett, Douglas,
McLinden, & Keil, 2017).

University students with VIs often face academic and
social difficulties and thus develop their own means,
methods, and skills to adjust to university life (Myers
& Bastian, 2010). Many discover that they do not have
the learning skills necessary to meet academic demands.
Some choose the so-called easy departments or must
repeat some courses several times or lengthen the pe-
riod of learning in university into an additional semester
or even added years (Gurb, 2000). In Israel, the number
of university students with VI remains low: only 400 stu-
dents who identify/are defined as legally blind were en-
rolled in higher education institutions both years (Avgar,
2014; Hess, 2015). Empirical data on those students re-
main lacking in general, and data on students with VI
are particularly scant, as only a few studies have detailed
their higher education experiences. Most examined it
through a special education or rehabilitative approach,
in other words, acquisition of foreign language among
students with VI (Krisi, 2014) or transition to higher ed-
ucation (Machmud, 2008). The current research uses a
disability studies approach, a relatively new field in Israel
(Ziv, Mor, & Eichengreen, 2016) and thus focuses on var-
ious aspects of life in terms of disability, as socially un-

derstood, rather than in terms of living with a VI per se—
in terms of medicalized discourse (Thomas, 1999). As of
2018, still no academic program for disability studies in
Israel exists, which might be one of the reasons for the
anachronistic perception of the status of PWD in Israel
and for university students with disabilities in particular
(Almog, 2018).

I examined the academic journey of university stu-
dents with VI, specifically the ways in which they expe-
rience their adjustment to university both academically
and socially. The study explicitly seeks to incorporate stu-
dent voices and, using in-depth interviews, to offer in-
sight into students’ experiences of their academic jour-
neys. The aim is to raise awareness about how students
with VI experience higher education, to improve the un-
derstanding of obstacles and barriers, and to shed light
on the strengths and inner resources these students dis-
covered along the way.

1.1. The Emergence of Disability Identity

Historically, disability was viewed as a purely medi-
cal phenomenon and as a tragedy for the individual
marked as deviant and as an object of pity and patron-
age (Michalko, 2002). The “medical model of disabil-
ity” placed responsibility for disabled persons’ poverty
and exclusion at their own doors, viewing this social
predicament as an unavoidable outcome of the body or
mind’s functional impairments (Kanter, 2011). Critics of
this model pointed to its systemic ignorance of social fac-
tors that mediate the experience of disability, which was
then viewed purely as a phenomenon of the disabled
body. This critique led to the establishment of the dis-
abled minority as a political movement. The movement
demanded recompense because of this group’s discrim-
ination and exclusion, which lie at the core of the ap-
palling social suffering of people with disabilities (Barnes,
Oliver, & Barton, 2002). The new disability paradigm
that has emerged in the 20th century describes disabil-
ity as the product of the interaction between the in-
dividual and his or her environments. The model, also
known as the social model of disability, “locates” dis-
ability in society and identifies social prejudices, inacces-
sible environments, discriminatory work arrangements,
and segregated education as disabling societal elements
(Oliver, 1996, pp. 32–33). The model stresses that spe-
cific problems experienced by people with disabilities re-
sult from the totality of disabling environments and cul-
tures (Oliver, 2004). For example, visually impaired stu-
dents are not disabled by their lack of sight but by the
lack of accessible reading materials (i.e., Braille, audio-
books) and by stereotypical ideas about blindness.

Both the social model and the disability rights move-
ment have empowered PWD by changing the way they
think not only about themselves but also about society
and theway they are includedwithin. The body of knowl-
edge that led to the emergence of the social model of
disability is primarily concerned with both the “politi-
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cal project of emancipation” and the development of
an “oppositional politics of identity” (Corker & Shake-
speare, 2002, p. 3). This perspective discusses disability
identity as something fixed and stable, as the identity
is “hypostasized and turned positive against the nega-
tive descriptions used by the oppressors” (Davis, 2006b,
p. 231). Later scholars have critiqued the social model,
as it has become a “generic term for social inclusion”
(Shakespeare, 2018, p. 130), occluding the complexity of
disabled people’s day-to-day experiences. These schol-
ars have redefined disability as a complex and multidi-
mensional phenomenon composed of the individual, so-
ciety, and biology and discuss disability identity as more
fluid changes between both contexts and in relation to
other identities of the individual (Watson, 2002). Disabil-
ity identity refers to possessing favorable and positive
views toward one’s disability and feelings connected to
others from the disability community. A coherent disabil-
ity identity is believed to help individuals adapt to disabil-
ity and instructs them how to act in different situations
in which disability issues arise (Dunn, 2014).

Nario-Redmond, Noel and Fern (2013) examined dis-
ability identification and its effect on personal and collec-
tive self-esteem and noted the tension between an indi-
vidual fluid disability identity to a distinct collective and
empowered disability identity. Dorfman (2017) studied
the way in which disability models translate into disabil-
ity identities and how self-identity perceptions of Social
Security benefits claimants clash with the one they need
to perform in front of state officials in order to be con-
sidered eligible for benefits. A similar conflict between
the identity as perceived by the self and the one needed
to be projected and performed exists in regard to accom-
modations in higher education.

1.2. Disability Identity Conflicts in Higher Education

The higher education environment confronts students
with disabilities and students with VI in particular in mul-
tiple situations in which such students stand out by be-
ing unusual, different, and uncommon and consequently
activates disability identity conflicts (Dunn, 2014). Many
of the practical difficulties that students with disabilities
experience are due to environmental barriers and obsta-
cles that directly result from an inaccessible educational
environment (Almog, 2018; Titchkosky, 2009; Wisbey &
Kalivoda, 2016). This environment includes inaccessible
learning materials, inequality in examination conditions,
inadequate understanding of the students’ needs, and
lack of information about support services (Bishop &
Rhind, 2011; Wong, 2014). University students with dis-
abilities are aware of this construction of disability within
higher education and described it as “negative, stigma-
tized, and associated with something that is not normal”
(Vaccaro, Kimball, Moore, Newman, & Troiano, 2018,
p. 46). Seale (2013) claimed that even the use of tech-
nology by students with disabilities is influenced by the
academic pressure to be like other “normal” students.

The process of adjusting to campus life is a neutral
phase in the individual’s maturation process and rep-
resents the transition from dependence to interdepen-
dence/autonomy (McBroom, 1997). Because most stu-
dents enter higher education while transferring from
adolescence to young adulthood, they are also experi-
encing a “natural” maturation phase. Along with study-
ing, the individual must leave the parents’ home, find
mutually satisfying relationships, and choose a profes-
sion. This is also the first timemost students with disabil-
ities must claim academic accommodation themselves,
as during high school, this was the parents’ responsibility.
This requires self-advocacy and conflict resolution skills
(Anctil, Ishikawa, & Scott, 2008) but above all confronts
students with their disability identity.

Attending university has implications for the way in
which students with disabilities construct their personal
and social identity (Borland & James, 1999), as they are
aware of the possible stigma associated with their im-
pairment and seek to control others’ perceptions to then
be perceived as equals (Olney & Brockelman, 2003). So-
cial stigma can also lead to closeting and not identify-
ing as a person with disability, affecting the use of insti-
tutional support services (Grimes, Scevak, Southgate, &
Buchanan, 2017) or making friends (Lourens & Swartz,
2016). Passing as nondisabled through ingenious ways
that conceal their impairments is one of the strategies
for managing identity of people with disabilities (Siebers,
2004). Shakespeare (1996) also claimed that people with
disabilities may use the denial strategy to minimize the
impairment’s effect on their lives by concealing their dis-
abled identity and claiming to be “really normal”.

According to Tajfel’s (1978) social identity theory
(SIT), people in a minority group not identified with the
mainstream will be forced to confront a negative social
identity, especially when their in-group is considered in-
ferior. This negative perception might create a conflict
between the individual’s belonging to his or her in-group
and belonging to the group representing the dominant
culture. SIT and other psychological research have exam-
ined variations of disability identity and its occurrence in
various contexts. Nonetheless, in contrast to other social
identities (race, class, gender, etc.), disability identity is
a relatively new category and has not been researched
adequately in the context of higher education (Kimball
et al., 2016).

The current article addresses this gap in knowledge
and presents various disability identity narratives of uni-
versity students with VI as experienced by them dur-
ing their academic journey. It is also the first study in
Israel to explore the topic of disability identity within
higher education.

2. Research Design and Methodology

The study was longitudinal and qualitative in design and
examined university students with VI’s academic jour-
ney during 2 years of their studies. Each student was
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interviewed four times within this period. I collected
and analyzed the data based on grounded theory prin-
ciples (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and used an emancipa-
tory research paradigm (Oliver, 1992), which draws ex-
plicitly on people with disabilities’ collective experience
and thus directly challenges this group’s widespread so-
cial oppression. This paradigm affects the types of ques-
tions researchers ask and the way the answers to those
questions are analyzed (O’Day & Killen, 2002). Moreover,
it encourages the generation and production of mean-
ingful knowledge about various structures that create
and sustain the multiple deprivations people with dis-
abilities encounter (Barnes, 2003). Oliver (1992) detailed
three essential principles in an emancipatory methodol-
ogy that influenced the research design and process.

The three principles are as follows:

i. Reciprocity: the relationship between the inter-
viewer and interviewees can never be completely
equalized. In the current study, three things made
that even more difficult to accomplish. First, most
of the interviewees were undergraduate students,
whereas I was a doctoral student. Second, the par-
ticipants knew thatmyexperience includes serving
as a coordinator for students with special needs
at the Open University, and they at times solicited
my advice as a learning counselor. Third, the par-
ticipants knew that I also face difficulties as a stu-
dent with VI and frequently asked questions that
were directed toward learning from my own ex-
perience of overcoming shared barriers. I did en-
deavor where possible to build on this relationship
andmake it as equalized as it could be. The sharing
of experience was important, as some participants
had felt isolated and unable to share their experi-
ences with anyone else;

ii. Gain: the study participants possessed my contact
details, and some used them to share their ex-
periences with me—whether it was about issues
that had arisen in the interviews or other topics
outside of the research. Some interviewees men-
tioned that it was a therapeutic experience for
them and that they looked forward to our subse-
quent meetings. It should be noted that none of
the participants dropped out of university during
the research period. This is not a representative
characteristic of the population of university stu-
dents with VI and must be considered when the
results are analyzed. After the research was com-
pleted, the study’s implications and recommenda-
tions were shared with professionals and support
service administrators during several training ses-
sions that the Israeli National Insurance Institute
conducted. The institute had initiated a program to
address the problem of access to higher education
for students with disabilities by allocating substan-
tial government funding to develop centers to sup-
port students with disabilities. Ultimately, through

the dissemination of the research findings, I hope
that greater inclusion and equalitywill be achieved
for students with VI;

iii. Empowerment: the imbalance of power between
people with disabilities and nondisabled people
is well known. People with disabilities have been
discriminated against throughout modern history
in many aspects. The decision to carry out a re-
search study and to make the experiences of a
minority oppressed group known is, in itself, a
form of self-empowerment (Vernon, 1997). The
fact that several participants in the study provided
the researcher with other contacts to interview, as
occurred in this current study, “is also evidence
of the same self-empowerment” (Vernon, 1997,
p. 172). In addition, Vernon claimed that treating
participants as equals helps them increase their
self-confidence and self-esteem. Moreover, the
sharing of experiences can literally prove empow-
ering for the participants (Vernon, 1997).

Oliver (1992) suggested that empowerment is not some-
thing that can be given to people: people must un-
dertake specific actions to bring about their empower-
ment. According to Oliver’s view, researchers should ask
whether their work is contributing to this empowerment
process. The findings and implications of the current
study were presented to those working with support ser-
vices in higher education institutes and as a means of
assisting the participants and the community of people
with VI.

2.1. Participants

Participants included 16 university students and gradu-
ates, six men and 10 women, all defined as legally blind.
Eight of the students were completely blind (five from
birth), and the other seven were visually impaired. Ten
participants were studying for their BA and five for mas-
ter’s degrees, and one had graduated with his bachelor’s
degree. Students ranged in age from 20 to 35. Although
some of the students have a visible disability and could
be identified immediately upon entering a room (via use
of a cane or guide dog or an unusual eye appearance),
others have a hidden disability, allowing them to pass
as nondisabled.

All participants were identified by pseudonyms.
Other identifying details (university’s name, department
of study, etc.) were also changed to ensure anonymity.

2.2. Method

I collected data through in-depth, semi-structured inter-
views. This allowed participants to express the meanings
they ascribe to the behavior, feelings, thoughts, and per-
ceptions they and others hold in their own language and
with their own concepts. During the interviews, partici-
pants were asked to describe their lives “from the per-

Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 4, Pages 218–229 221



spective of being a university student with VI”. All inter-
views were audio-recorded.

The interview structure was flexible and dynamic.
I sought to allow the participants to share their stories
in their own way. I tried not to interfere or give clear
directions (e.g., where the story begins, what is impor-
tant, and what is not) to allow participants to bring forth
their personal narratives of being a student with VI. After
the participants finished telling their stories, I reviewed
the interview guide. If the following topics were notmen-
tioned, participants were asked about them. These in-
cluded the following: high school experience; military
or national service (if it existed); choice of university
and department; learning experiences; contact with tu-
tors and lecturers; use of assistive technologies; contact
with readers; orientation and mobility issues; accommo-
dations, friendships, and social interactions; and percep-
tions of failure and success.

After three periods of interviews, a list of categories
and themes had emerged from the data up until that
point. The fourth interview was the only one conducted
differently. It included a list of 10 questions regarding the
themes that had emerged from the previous interview
and that had been analyzed. The questions concerned
a meta-cognitive analysis and introspection on the dif-
ferent periods of studying in university, screening of the
support the students used, learning skills that were ac-
quired, and so on. This interview purpose was to validate
the findings with participants. After the fourth period
of interviews had ended, I understood that the research
had reached it saturation point—that point occurs when
“gathering fresh data no longer sparks new theoretical in-
sights, nor reveals newproperties of your core theoretical
categories” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 113). The Ethics Commit-
tee of Bar Ilan University, Israel, granted study approval.

2.3. Procedure

I recruited students via snowball methods and through
Internet forums and support services. Students were
contacted by telephone and email and then provided
general study information. I conducted all interviews.
Most were carried out on campus and some in students’
houses or in the dormitories. The interviews took from
90 minutes to three hours. I took steps to create a com-
fortable and accepting atmosphere in all the interviews.
With the interviewees’ written consent, interviews were
audio-recorded and transcribed. Data constituted more
than 650 single-spaced pages of text composed of tran-
scripts and analyticmemos. I analyzed the interview data
according to themes (content analysis). Content analysis
of the data created a grounded theory, which provides
an overview of the academic journey of students with VI
and meaningfully explains this journey’s characteristics.
The theory is constructed through a systematic process
of repeatedly returning to the field to collect reams of
data until ameaningful, rich theory has been constructed
(Shkedi, 2003).

3. Research Findings & Discussion

When I called Tal, one study participant, to schedule a
meeting, she asked: “Why are you researching students
with VI?Weare just like any other students”. After a short
conversation, I convinced her to meet me to discuss the
meaning of being a student with VI. I stressed that the re-
search intentwas not to look for the differences between
sighted students and students with VI but to incorporate
students’ voices, which might also demonstrate similar-
ities between these two populations. The question Tal
asked is one that students with VI confront every day. It
is a question of identity. At that point, I assumed that Tal’s
statement reflects the fact that, for her, having a disabil-
ity is merely one aspect of her identity and not the sum
total of it. Like Tal, all the participants in the current study
discussed similarities and differences between them and
nondisabled students.

Seven distinct themes emerged from the data. The
first, which is also the core category, presents two com-
plementary narratives participants used while configur-
ing their identities. The second relates to environmental
barriers in the academic world. The third describes the
tension between independence and dependence. The
fourth relates to impairment effects (Thomas, 1999) and
their interactions and effects on the experience of the
research participants. The fifth presents different ways
to create social interactions and their importance for
students with VI. The sixth describe the process of self-
disclosure, and the last theme describes internal and
external forces that helped students with VI through-
out their academic journeys. This article focuses on the
“core category” of the theory that emerged from the
interviews’ data. The core category is the central phe-
nomenon, through which all other categories can be or-
ganized and that occurs both as the phenomena’s reason
and as their result (Charmaz, 2006).

This category presented the question of constructing
an identity of students with VI. Two answers to the ques-
tion “Who am I?” were presented. Whereas the first an-
swer is “I’m just like the others”, the second one is “The
others are just like me”. These two answers are different
sides of the same coin.

During the interviews, studentsmentioned in various
ways that they are just like everyone else and that the
others are just like them. Everyone has some kind of dis-
ability and has some level of dependence on others, vi-
sually impaired or not. This approach universalizes dis-
ability (Zola, 2005) and erases the boundaries between
people with and without disabilities.

Students were aware of the perceptions society
holds toward disabled people and try to fight them. Davis
(2006a) claimed that every aspect of our life includes
some idea of a norm, mean, or average that can be cal-
culated (school tests, weight, salary, intelligence, etc.),
and that people have an “inherent desire to compare
themselves to others” (Davis, 2006a, p. 3). The study’s
participants adopted this view about normalcy and were
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busy locating themselves, but others too, on a contin-
uum between disability and normalcy. The participants
discussed two differing narratives that located them on
this continuum. The first more common one emphasizes
that they can do everything, just as sighted students can.
The second makes sighted society into a disabled society
one way or another. It seems that by using these com-
plementary narratives, participants normalize their dis-
ability or disable normalcy. This situation is similar to the
third stage of Gill’s (1997) positive disability identity for-
mation process. This stage, termed “coming together”,
concerns peoplewith disabilities’ understanding of being
both part of nondisabled society and part of the disabil-
ity community.

Using the two narratives, normalizing disability and
disabling normalcy, is one way whereby people with dis-
abilities might try to pass as nondisabled, though not
in its classic sense of concealing disability but through
decreasing the gaps between them and able-bodied
others. Siebers (2004, p. 5) defined the “dominant so-
cial position simultaneously as normative and desirable”.
Through passing, people can improve their social status
and increase chances for social acceptance. These two
narratives will be presented in the following sections.

3.1. Normalizing the Disability: I Can Do It Just Like
Everyone Else

Some of the students described their efforts to do things
the way sighted students do. Adva for example told me
about difficulties she had had in a certain course in her
first year due to her impairment. When I asked her why
she had not sought accommodations, she answered: “It
doesn’t look good to complain when you’re a freshman”.
This means that Adva completely ignored the fact that
the difficulty she had experienced resulted directly from
her inability to see the learning material. Instead, she
preferred to act as a sighted student, and for a first-year
sighted student, complaining is a liability. In another situ-
ation, someone offered to call her a taxi, but she insisted
on using the bus “just like everyone else”. Racheli, an
MA student who had lost her sight at 13, also stressed
this idea by saying: “People do not know that we [blind
people] are capable of doing everything; I say everything,
and I mean it”.

The influence of the social mechanism, which leads
us to fit the criterion of being normal, is extremely com-
mon today in many facets of everyday life. Many wish
to standardize our whole being toward what Garland-
Thomson (1997, p. 8) has called the “normate”, which
represents the collective’s culture with its normative
characteristics. Though Garland-Thomson (2002) primar-
ily described processes of normalizing the body (re-
constructive procedures, plastic surgery, etc.) and sug-
gested that these procedures’ goal is to improve the
patient’s psychological well-being, I propose that nor-
malizing other aspects of the disability identity is done
to achieve the same goal. These findings align with

Watson’s (2002) findings, suggesting that for some in-
dividuals, both impairment and difference are not per-
ceived as important to the sense of identity, and peo-
ple with disabilities do not perceive themselves as differ-
ent from the nondisabled. Dorfman (2017) defined this
sub identity category as “quasi-normalization” because
people who use it do not define themselves by their dis-
ability and reject its implications for their lives. As pre-
sented here:

I’m a blind student, but let’s say it’s not primary but
secondary, I will not present my blindness before any-
thing else, only “by the way”. I live with roommates at
the dorms—you know, my life is ordinary. Sometimes
the blindness makes it difficult, but it’s not the central
thing in life. That’s it. (Dana)

Many times I try not to mention my impairment or
whine about it. I always try to submit papers on time
and not to postpone things, but it doesn’t work all the
time, because I depend on others. (Orly)

Certain students use this approach, and its main idea is
driven by the “people first” language, which stresses that
persons come before the disabilities/impairments and
that disability is something that accompanies people. As
Nadav explained:

There is the person and then the disability….I’m a per-
son with blindness, and I must put myself up front
with my abilities but also let people be angry at
me…when you are a person with a disability, people
just pity you…suddenly you are just a nice guy, and
one of the things is not to be just a nice guy, to have
your opinions, what you think, not to take on that at-
titude that I’m handicapped, but to be me, a person
with a disability who feels and thinks.

It seems that this narrative of normalizing the disability
occurs in different ways of thinking and in various levels
of analysis in the participants’ discourse. Eitan, an MA
student with VI, tried to explain the rationale behind this
way of thinking through his discussion of his childhood
experience of being disabled:

My tryout to be a normal kid and trying to integrate
works in a logical/non-logical way, saying that if I hide
it [the impairment], I will be like everyone else; if I’m
like everyone else, I can fit in. You have this feeling of
some kind of defect that you have and that you just
want to hide it….[My] parents always allowed me to
do everything. At bicycle age, I had one, everything—
so what if I fall; so what? They always said, “So what?”
Judo. So I did judo; so I always wanted to integrate, to
fit in, and this is the way to do so.

Eitan, as many other persons with disabilities, was social-
ized into the understanding that a disability marks you as
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an outsider who cannot fit into the mainstream or inte-
grate. The desire to be like everyone else, to normalize
the disability, is very clear from the perspective of this
socialization process. Throughout their lives, peoplewith
disabilities are “constantly bombardedwith the values of
the dominant culture” (Charlton, 2006, p. 222) and are
required to be “like everybody else”.

3.2. Disabling Normalcy: Everyone Has a Disability

The other way to understand the ambivalence of being
a university student with VI is via making the sighted so-
ciety into a disabled society. As Adva described it: “Ev-
eryone is normal, and everyone has a disability”; or in
Rachely’s words: “Everyone has his or her own package”.

Some of the students described difficulties they face
while studying. They know that every student faces dif-
ficulties when studying. Rebecca described her experi-
ence of getting to know people and places during the
first semester of the first year as difficult due to her VI
but then regretted this and said: “I couldn’t understand
that all the students here felt exactly the same as I did”.

Trying to face the challenge of being disabled, some
of the students claimed that, in some way, everyone
is disabled, everyone faces difficulties stemming from
studying at university, and other students may be occa-
sionally dependent on others in some manner. By fram-
ing things this way, students transform being disabled or
dependent into something ordinary.

Now I’m helping others, and I say, “Hey, what’s wrong
here?” I thought I’m the onewhoneeds help…but sud-
denly I saw that this student is just staring, and the
other asks for summaries from the others, so I found
out that it’s a part of being a student, whether you
are impaired or not. (Ayelet)

No one understands anything during the first
semester, and everyone thinks that the others do un-
derstand; it’s really frustrating. During the first year,
you just learn how to manage, and it has nothing to
do with you. (Eitan)

Statistics is so difficult…and who the lecturer is is
so important; people suffer from it [this situation]
whether visually impaired or not. (Rebecca)

It seems that sometimes by thinking of others as facing
the same difficulties, students thus “normalize” their ex-
perience and present it as part of human diversity. This
way of thinking is another way to reduce the gap be-
tween students with and without disabilities, and it can
serve to bolster students’ positive self-perception.

A critical look at this narrative exposes that the
boundaries between disability and able-bodiedness are
extremely fragile. In fact, as McRuer (2002, pp. 95–96)
puts it:

Everyone is virtually disabled, both in the sense that
able-bodied norms are ‘intrinsically impossible to em-
body’ fully and in the sense that able-bodied status
is always temporary, disability being the one iden-
tity category that all people will embody if they live
long enough.

Moreover, some disability rights activists and disabil-
ity studies scholars use the phrase “temporarily able-
bodied” (TAB) as a reminder that many people will de-
velop disabilities at some point in their lives due to acci-
dents, illness, or aging.

Dvir referred to this concept when discussing his frus-
tration about accessibility on campus:

Why is it so difficult to install an accessible name plate
(bold/large print/Braille), one that you can grab onto?
It costs nothing….This opacity is so frustrating for me
because you can go blind at any given moment. You
can walk the street in Ashkelon and suddenly a mis-
sile falls and you are blind. But people do not under-
stand this.

I do not claim that the participantswere aware of this crit-
ical thinking, but it seems that they do hold a deep under-
standing of the fragility of life and that disability and able-
bodiedness are concepts on a continuum rather than be-
ing dichotomous concepts. This understanding makes it
easier for the participants tominimize the differences be-
tween them and members of nondisabled society who,
through this lens, become formed as TAB.

3.3. Compulsory Able-Bodiedness and Disability Identity
Conflicts

By using the two narratives presented above, study
participants were simultaneously negotiating identities
both as students and as persons with VI. McRuer (2002),
inspired by Adrienne Rich’s concept of “compulsory
heterosexuality”, coined the term “compulsory able-
bodiedness” as an ethos that presents the able body as
an ideological norm: a sign of beauty, strength, health,
and power. As able-bodiedness is constructed as a norm,
disability is an exception constructed to preserve it in
the binary system in which the norm is defined and con-
structed as its opposite. Kafer (2003) claimed that one
of the ways in which compulsory able-bodiedness works
is through what Rich calls, “control of consciousness”—
assume able-bodiedness unless otherwise stated. This
last mechanism pushes people with invisible disabili-
ties to pass as nondisabled and confronts them with
the dilemma of identifying or avoiding their disability
identity. For people with apparent disability, compul-
sory able-bodiedness brings forth the concept of cure
and healing—because disability, satisfaction, and qual-
ity of life cannot all coexist. The system of compul-
sory able-bodiedness demands that people with dis-
abilities respond affirmatively to the “unspoken ques-
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tion”: “Wouldn’t you rather be able-bodied?” (Kafer,
2003). This social mechanism justifies the desire of par-
ticipants in the current study to identify as normal and
able-bodied.

Disability is much more than the clinical medical defi-
nition of one’s impairment. Compulsory able-bodiedness
is a tool the mainstream culture uses to silence, erase,
and exclude the disabled existence. It seems that the
higher education environment constantly drowns us
with a message that demands that students meet the
normalcy criteria in order to “fit in”.

Orly, a congenitally blind MA student, shared an
event wherein the demand to be “like others” was used
against her. Orly wanted to submit an application to split
her first-year courses over two years:

The head of my department just does not care
whether I have enough readers or not. In her opinion,
“You are like everybody else”. It has already been said
before: “You are like everybody else, a student like
every other student, so try to be like everyone else”.
Well great! I try to be like everyone else, but for the
record, I am not like everybody else.

This quote exemplifies how the “normalize the disabil-
ity” narrative collapses due to the disabling environment.
Even though the head of the department holds the same
idea as the study participants do and tries to normal-
ize Orly, Orly claims that she is not like the others. By
presenting this disability identity, Orly indicates that aca-
demic accommodations are the base essential of creat-
ing inclusive higher education.

Dvir, a BA student with VI, described a similar event
with one of the lecturers:

I asked them to print the assignments in Infi [Infinitesi-
mal calculus] instead ofwriting it because I cannot see.
I went and talked with the teaching assistant, and he
toldme that there is nothing that could be done about
it. I spoke with the lecturer, and what did she say to
me? “There is nothing to be done; you should be able
get along with it like everyone else! If you cannot see
it, you do not know math.

Dvir’s lecturer uses an abelistic approach in which you
are not able to know math if you cannot see, a demand
that reflects a naturalized perception of the able body.
Being visually impaired is subordinated in an environ-
ment that values normalcy. Both Orly and Dvir must iden-
tify as disabled to obtain the accommodation that will
allow them equal participation in higher education, but
when they do so, they are confronted with derision and
with significant feelings of inferiority. These sorts of re-
actions to students with disabilities are just a part of the
attitudinal barriers these students face every day and sig-
nificantly affect the students’ experiences.

These events demonstrate the powerful meaning of
normalcy that students with disabilities meet and just

might stand at the base of the “normalize disability” nar-
rative. It seems that by using this narrative, students
demand others to see them as equal and as suitable
for higher education. Jonathan, a first-year student, also
explained how important it was for him to build his
timetable all himself. He said:

I made such an effort that I even fell down the stairs.
I walked through places I don’t know; no one helped
me or accompanied me. I made it on my own. This is
one of the most important things for a student.

It seems that Jonathan avoided the support he needed
so he could gain a sense of independence and ability that
makes him feel as though he is like all the other students.
Study participants used this tool similarly, trying to inte-
grate, fit in, and be accepted in the university environ-
ment. Only after the students can perceive themselves
as having integrated, in their self-perception, can they de-
mand their rights.

The use of compulsory able-bodiedness also explains
why the “normalizing the disability” narrative was used
more frequently than the “disabling normalcy” narra-
tive was. The able-bodied institution allows the contin-
ued oppression of people with disabilities. Through the
construction of normalcy, people with disabilities are ex-
cluded in multiple ways. Thus, the strategies that partic-
ipants in the study used to gain access to the university
environment are the means of declaring themselves dis-
abled but normal, exactly like the other students, or alter-
natively, of claiming that others are also disabled, only in
different ways.

4. Conclusions and Implications

The most significant issue participants dealt with dur-
ing their academic journeys was their identity and its
location on the continuum between disability and nor-
malcy. However, this location changed throughout each
of the research interviews and over time. When I asked
participants to tell their stories of being a student with
VI, students primarily discussed the similarities and the
differences between them and sighted students, as pre-
sented in this article. The two complementary narra-
tives, “normalizing disability” and “disabling normalcy”,
that the participants used stem from the struggle stu-
dents with VI faced during their lives, while trying to
fit in and be included in the mainstream, into nondis-
abled society. These struggles are even more powerful in
the higher education institutional environment, in which
able-bodiedness and normalcy are central requirements
for participation, both socially and academically. The in-
terchangeable use of these narratives regarding students’
disability identity aligns with Siebers’ (2008, p. 4) defini-
tion of disability identity as an “elastic social category”.

One of the study’s aims entails raising awareness of
how students with VI experience higher education and
improving the understanding of barriers and enablers
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these students discover along their academic journey.
Faculty, staff, and university support services can make
a profound difference for a student with VI. Whether
through administrative assistance (i.e., helping students
navigate the campus itself) or through academic ac-
commodations (i.e., provide assignments in different ac-
cessible formats), support services are crucial. To facil-
itate such support, universities must promote an un-
derstanding of disability identity conflicts within higher
education—among staff, faculty, and students with dis-
abilities themselves. It also must be recognized how the
compulsory able-bodiedness mechanism works within
higher education and be acknowledged that making this
environment inclusive demands a widespread cultural-
organizational overhaul. This can be undertaken via train-
ing sessions for staff and faculty, which Israeli law re-
quires of every higher education institution, and via joint
working groups composed of people with and without
disabilities seeking to promote an institutional inclusive
environment. Israel’s new regulations regarding acces-
sibility of higher education institutions will take full ef-
fect in the near future (in November 2018), making this
an opportune time to consider how dilemmas concern-
ing disability identity can shape how we establish sup-
port services and provide them to students with disabili-
ties. Although further empirical evidence would demon-
strate the importance of these students’ developing a
positive disability identity, another question to be asked
is how higher education can encourage the development
of such. As issues of disability identity are part of the
field of disability studies, it is important to develop an
academic infrastructure/foundation for disability studies
in Israel and throughout the world. The absence of such
an infrastructure might be one reason that disability is-
sues remain under-theorized. As Titchkosky (2009, p. 38)
claimed, there is an intimate relationship between estab-
lishing disability studies “as a form of critical knowledge
production within the university and creating accessible
learning environments” where students with disabilities,
but also faculty, staff, and support services, can succeed.
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