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Abstract
Inclusive higher education is elusive for students with disabilities, especially in developing countries. The adoption and
rapid ratification of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) provides, if applied as its drafters
intended, a “whole of institution” framework for its realization (CRPD Committee, 2016). Myriad legal, attitudinal, physi-
cal, and communication-based barriers limit or exclude participation. The individual impact of such discrimination is clear
and carries lifelong consequences. Equally endemic are the broad societal and pedagogical effects of this exclusion. To
illustrate: preventing persons with disabilities from Teacher Education courses impacts inclusive education in primary and
secondary education; barring people with disabilities from academic programs in the sciences stifles innovation in assistive
technology, health, and rehabilitation; and limiting access to studying the humanities hampers the emergence of disability
studies as a rightful discipline. This article presents a framework for inclusive higher education in developing countries as
contemplated by the CRPD. In doing so, we draw on field work conducting the first assessment of the accessibility of Egyp-
tian public higher education to students with disabilities. We outline lessons that can be learned and pitfalls to be avoided
both in Egypt and indeed for other countries in the Global South.
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1. Introduction

Globally, students with disabilities face historic and
deeply entrenched barriers relative to their non-disabled
peers in accessing higher education at the university,
graduate, or post-graduate level (Harpur & Stein, in
press-a). This is particularly true in the context of the
developing world where the exclusion of these students
is predicated on several factors including stigma, prior
exclusion from primary and secondary education, so-
cial isolation, and resource constraints (Harpur & Stein,

in press-b). Ironically and deleteriously, precluding stu-
dents with disabilities from advanced education dramat-
ically increases their likelihood for experiencing poverty
and their exclusion thus adds to the vast challenges ex-
perienced by persons with disabilities and their commu-
nities in the Global South (Heymann, Stein, & Moreno,
2014; Trani, Kett, Bakhshi, & Bailey, 2011).

The right of persons with disabilities to equally ac-
cess higher education was implied by Article 23(3) of the
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC), and subsequently affirmed in non-binding instru-
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ments (CRC, 1989; Standard Rules, 1993; UNESCO, 1994).
The right to inclusive education was established unam-
biguously by Article 24 of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) through
its mandate for “an inclusive education system at all lev-
els and lifelong learning” (CRPD, 2006) as an integral com-
ponent of realizing other disability-related human rights.
Article 24 accordingly prohibits disability discrimination
at all levels and requires that reasonable accommoda-
tions be provided to facilitate full inclusion and quality
education (CRPD, 2006). The framework sets out, for the
first time in a legally binding instrument, a “whole of in-
stitution” approach to inclusive education for all levels
of education (Ainscow & Florek, 1989; CRPD Committee,
2016). In doing so, it promotes a standpoint theory that
privileges the voice, experience, and knowledge of per-
sons with disabilities over all others while avoiding “the
categorical authority” that seeks to sideline precisely the
experience of others whose social and contextual stand-
point as non-disabled are integral to addressing barriers
(Shildrick, 2012, pp. 36–37). The provisions of the treaty,
at various points across the text, call out for critical en-
gagement with the discourses of exclusion, whether in
education or any other realm.

The barrier-dismantling directive of the CRPD, ac-
cordingly, is to assess the entirety of the educational
experience and environment in identifying and remov-
ing barriers for students with disabilities. The Commit-
tee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD
Committee)—the treaty body tasked with interpreting,
monitoring, and enforcing the CRPD—addressed acces-
sibility within education in its General Comment No. 2.
There it affirmed that “it is the entire process of inclusive
education thatmust be accessible, not just buildings, but
all information and communication, including ambient
or FM assistive systems, support services and reasonable
accommodation in schools” (CRPD Committee, 2014).

Accessibility as it is understood in Article 9 of the
CRPD further reflects the notion that persons with dif-
ferent disabilities may require distinctive strategies and
supports to enjoy equal opportunity via services offered
by higher education institutions. These standards form
the basis for assessing compliance with human rights-
based inclusive education mandates. They are fleshed
out in the CRPD Committee’s General Comment No. 4
on inclusive education (CRPD Committee, 2016). Arising
from Article 24 and General Comment No. 4 is the no-
tion of “quality inclusive education”, comprising those
elements of education aligned with the CRPD’s interna-
tional human rights law framework. These include avail-
ability, accessibility (including non-discriminatory access
and the provision of reasonable disability-related accom-
modations), acceptability, and adaptability, with the aim
of full participation and inclusion, on an equal basis with
others (CRPD, 2006, arts. 3, 5, 24, 30; CRPD Committee,
2016; de Beco, 2016).

Guidance contained in General Comment No. 2 and
General Comment No. 4, underscore that Article 24 en-

sures equal access to students with disabilities in higher
education even as its practical manifestations remain
a work in progress. Indeed, most States ranging from
Australia to the United States, and Uganda to South
Africa, struggle to provide equal access for students with
disabilities to State-based higher education (Foundation
of Tertiary Institutions of the NorthernMetropolis, 2011;
Harpur & Stein, in press-a; Linder, Fontaine-Rainen, &
Behling, 2015). Consequently, many obstacles remain to
achieving the legally and socially required goal of inclu-
sive higher education.

Yet, notwithstanding these barriers, significant fac-
tors raise hopeful prospects for global improvement.
Persons with disabilities are now explicitly recognized
as development stakeholders in international devel-
opment programs and policies, including the nearly-
universally ratified CRPD, the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), and the embrace of disability-inclusive de-
velopment by bilateral and multilateral donors (CRPD,
2006, art. 32; UNDevelopment Programme, 2016;World
Bank Group, 2007). Hence, global drivers towards inclu-
sive development may open up inclusive higher educa-
tion for students with disabilities. Certainly, this promis-
ing and worldwide shift towards inclusivity in higher ed-
ucation policy has translated nationally in Egypt with the
emergence of the 2014 Constitution, the 2030 Sustain-
able Development Strategy (SDS), and the 2018 Egyptian
Disability Law. To illustrate: the eleven references to dis-
ability within the SDGs, which include the right to equally
access higher education, were responded to by Egypt’s
SDS which confirmed these rights and introduced some
inclusive measures.

This article draws on field work undertaken in 2017
on behalf of the US Agency of International Develop-
ment (USAID) assessing multiple barriers faced by stu-
dents with disabilities when accessing Egyptian univer-
sities and technical colleges. Following a review of our
research methodology, Section 3 provides an overview
of the legal and data barriers to inclusive higher edu-
cation in Egypt. Next, Section 4 sets forth the bulk of
our findings relating to educational hindrances to inclu-
sive higher education in Egypt. Seeking to ameliorate
such obstacles, Section 5 recommends steps to accel-
erate CRPD implementation as a means of promoting
inclusive higher education in Egypt, as well as other
Global South countries. Throughout, we maintain that
the CRPD framework, when properly applied in its en-
tirety and complexity, offers a legal template for advanc-
ing an inclusive “whole of institution” approach to inclu-
sive higher education.

2. Research Methodology

The research project into the accessibility of students
with disabilities to higher education in Egypt assessed,
among other things, the needs of students currently en-
rolled in Egyptian public universities and technical col-
leges (collectively, public higher education institutions,
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or HEIs) and the barriers they experienced. We exam-
ined twenty-four public universities and eight technical
colleges across Egypt (Lord, 2017) and utilized a mixed
methods approach. Nineteen data collection tools were
developed for the field work and included nine key infor-
mant interview protocols, three group discussion proto-
cols, two paper and pencil surveys, two online surveys,
a facility accessibility tool, and an online accessibility
checklist for manual and automated audits. Components
of the field work included key informant interviews (KIIs)
with Egyptian governmental offices, donors, businesses,
and site visits to HEIs. At each university site, KIIs were
combined with the administration of structured survey
instruments allowing students with disabilities, faculty,
and staff to share their experiences via group discussions.
during field visits. We also performed two accessibility
audits, one of the built-environment at each HEI and an-
other of the online environment. Ultimately, we reached
a total of 825 stakeholders. Additionally, a desk review
examined available data on the number of students with
disabilities enrolled in HEIs.

Finally, and marking the first of its kind in a disability-
inclusive development assessment of higher education,
the tools were developed and mapped out against the
CRPD. This was made possible by conducting a detailed
legal analysis focused on assessing Egyptian commit-
ments made in view of its CRPD ratification and probing
deeply into the domestic indices of CRPD implementa-
tion which, likemost domestic disability law frameworks,
present not a single entry-point for analysis but rather a
fragmented and often conflicting repository of legal pro-
visions. Further, an accessibility audit was conducted of
the physical environment of each HEI, utilizing a modi-
fied version of a protocol used to assess compliance with
building standards under the Americans with Disabilities
Act, the accessibility standards on which the Egyptian
building code is based. An automated and manual on-
line web accessibility audit was performed for those HEIs
with an online presence. A major limitation of the re-
search was that the assessment covered students with
physical and sensory disabilities and not, overtly, stu-
dents with learning, intellectual, or psychosocial disabil-
ities. Currently, only students with physical and sensory
disabilities are captured in existing data, and thus remain
the focus of action by the Egyptian government in educa-
tion. The resulting documentation detailing the assess-
ment findings, conclusions and recommendations were
set out in a comprehensive report and executive sum-
mary (Arabic and English) and also included accessible
formats including an executive summary in Braille, and
video in American Sign Language and Egyptian Sign Lan-
guage (USAID, 2017).

3. Part I: Legal and Data Barriers

Beyond the purview of Egypt’s higher education system,
but nonetheless impacting directly upon its HEIs, the
study revealed multiple legal as well as data barriers to

inclusive education for Egyptian students with disabili-
ties. Mapping the findings against the CRPD framework
reveals gaps as well as entry points for advancing acces-
sibility in HEI.

3.1. Legal Barriers

Egypt ratified the CRPD in 2008 and yet work under-
way to bring domestic legislation into alignment with the
treaty weremuch delayed on account of political turmoil.
The 2014 Egyptian Constitution does address the rights
of persons with disabilities in nine specific provisions,
providing a strong foundation for advancing disability
rights, yet missing some helpful elements such as the re-
quirement that reasonable accommodation be provided
as a measure of meeting non-discrimination obligations
(Constitution of Egypt, 2014). Still, the Constitution con-
tains an explicit prohibition against disability-based dis-
crimination and recognizes health, economic, social, cul-
tural, entertainment, sporting, and education rights. Fol-
lowing the period of political turmoil, disability-specific
legislationwas adopted in 2018 and still requires detailed
regulations to effectuate its provisions (Persons with Dis-
abilities Act, 2018). Hence, there is ample opportunity to
provide needed guidance for advancing the rights of per-
sons with disabilities at all levels of education.

The 2013 Marrakesh Treaty to Facilitate Access to
Published Works for Persons Who Are Blind, Visually Im-
paired, or Otherwise Print Disabled is not yet ratified,
such that Egyptian law does not require book publishers
to provide accessible formats of books—including, no-
tably, textbooks for students at HEIs (Marrakesh Treaty,
2013). A further problem which ratification and imple-
mentation of the Marrakesh Treaty would resolve is the
practice of university professors creating their own ma-
terials and then refusing to share electronic copies on
the basis of proprietary interest. Moreover, the absence
of public procurement policies on ICT accessibility re-
mains a significant gap in the legal framework. Although
presently lacunae, each of these shortfalls likewise offers
a promising avenue for change.

A greater shortcoming in the legal framework is the
lack of a clearly prescribed and resource-supported leg-
islative path from secondary school into higher educa-
tion for students with disabilities. While this is suggested
by the CRPD, it is a missing element in the Egyptian legal
framework. Significantly, transition services to facilitate
the move from secondary education to higher education
are absent (Lord, 2017, pp. 10–11). Hence, students with
disabilities are left without access to information on ac-
cessibility in HEIs or the skills required to self-advocate
for needed accommodations.

Moreover, few university-wide policies exist for stu-
dents with disabilities across Egyptian HEIs. This, too, is
an element of CRPD implementation, via Article 4, yet
largely missing from Egyptian HEI practice (CRPD, 2006,
art. 4). Likewise, literature on advancing inclusive HEI
is strongly suggestive of the need for clear and coher-
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ent policies for disability-inclusion (Emong, 2014; Reiser,
2012). Instead, the norm is ad hoc decision-making con-
trolling the inclusion of students with various disabilities
within specific HEIs and their individual faculties and de-
partments, creating major (and inconsistent) barriers for
these students to access programs of their choosing. The
few efforts that have been made to address HEIs col-
lectively have failed for lack of guidance or implemen-
tation (Lord, 2017, p. 15). While the Supreme Council
of Universities (SCU) issued a decree allowing qualified
students with disabilities to seek to enrol in any faculty
they choose (SCUDecree, 2016), enrolment, however, re-
mains subject to additional interviewing by individual fac-
ulty departments, with the possibility of appeal to the
SCU where not approved. Further, the decree was not
accompanied by guidelines on what support (including
reasonable accommodations) students with disabilities
should benefit from within HEIs. Thus, it is unclear if the
SCU decreewill impact access and improve selection and
choice. The study also disclosed that when reasonable
accommodations and other supports are provided, it is
also highly discretionary within HEIs and often viewed as
a gesture of goodwill rather than as a fulfilment of a duty
(Lord, 2017, pp. 19–20).

3.2. Disability Data Collection Gaps

Literature abounds with evidence disclosing the lack of
data and statistics on disability in education at any level,
and where data exists it is unreliable (World Health
Organization [WHO]&World Bank Group, 2011). In 2003,
the OECD (2003, p. 23) reported on the global dearth of
reliable data on studentswith disabilities and their higher
education outcomes. Yet even following near-universal
CRPD ratification, only a few institutions anywhere re-
quire such data collection; strikingly, few national-level
requirements exist for data collection on students with
disabilities at any level of education (OECD, 2003).

Estimates put forward by the Central Agency for Pub-
lic Mobilization and Statistics in Egypt indicates that
10.7% of the population is disabled, or nearly 11 million
persons (CAPMAS, 2017) This does not strongly contra-
dict the estimated global disability prevalence of 15%
provided in the 2011World Report on Disability (WHO&
World Bank Group, 2011). Disaggregated Egyptian data
as to disability type is nevertheless hard to come by; a
WHO household survey estimated 6% hearing loss, or
some three million Egyptians (UNESCWA, 2015; WHO,
2015, p. 19). TheWHO also estimated that there are one
million blind Egyptians (WHO, 2015, p. 19).

Our research revealed, unsurprisingly, that the actual
number of students with disabilities in HEIs is unknown
(Lord, 2017, pp. 8–9). Those HEIs with data readily ac-
knowledged the numbers were unreliable because stu-
dents with disabilities were significantly underreported.
The largest university in Egypt, for instance, has some
270,000 students and yet acknowledged that they were
able to account for under 1,000 studentswith disabilities;

those who could be counted were identified because
they had specifically sought out assistance from disabil-
ity support services (Lord, 2017). Students with disabil-
ities, faculty, and administrators further explained that
student non-disclosure of disability is due to stigma, fear
of discrimination, and concurrent restrictions on choice
of studies.

4. Part II: Educational Barriers

Two conceptual notions reflected in the CRPD are up-
held in the educational barriers disclosed in the data.
First, the barriers identified are evident in legal, policy,
physical and online environments, and in information,
communication, and attitudes (CRPD, 2006, preamble
(e), art. 1). This is not surprising, but the point should
not be missed that the CRPD’s conceptual framework re-
sponds to all dimensions of the social environment. Sec-
ond, these realms of disadvantage are interdependent,
interrelated, and indivisible in the manner that a rights-
informed frame makes clear (CRPD, 2006, preamble).

The following themes emerged from an analysis of
our data: (1) pre-higher education barriers; (2) admis-
sion, enrolment, and program choice barriers; (3) atti-
tudinal barriers; (4) physical environment and transport
barriers; (5) course curricula andmaterial barriers; (6) ex-
amination barriers; and (7) online environment barriers.

These barriers map out against the provisions of
the CRPD; yet understanding these barriers and then
pegging them to the CRPD provisions presents a com-
mon framework that moves beyond the “wouldn’t it be
nice” motivating factor into the more prescriptive law
and policy realm. The discussions following in this and
the subsequent section explain how this mandate may
be implemented.

4.1. Pre-Higher Education Barriers

While the research focused primarily on the experience
of students with disabilities currently enrolled in Egyp-
tian HEIs, a recurrent theme across interviews with stu-
dents was that pre-higher education barriers ultimately
impacted their experience in HEI and, in many respects,
set studentswith disabilities up for failure. First, students
pointed out the problemof documentation on secondary
school records that disclosed attendance in an “inclusive
education” environment. This notation flagged disability
status and resulted in limiting choice of studies in HEIs in-
sofar as students were “outed” and thus marked for ex-
clusion or restrictions by HEIs. Second, students noted
the lack of information about the availability of support
services in HEIs. Third, the students’ self-advocacy skills
were often weak, thus compromising the navigation of
barriers and assertion of accommodation needs. Addi-
tional barriers included shortcomings in their computer
and technological skills, including assistive technology us-
age, and restrictions on access to taking certain courses
that, in turn, impacted choices within HEI (Lord, 2017).
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Differentiating among disability types, barriers expe-
rienced by students worked to disadvantage in various
ways. Students identifying as blind emphasized limited
opportunities for training at primary and secondary lev-
els in the use of Braille and various assistive technologies
needed to succeed at HEIs, thus emphasizing ongoing is-
sues in accessing knowledge content. Deaf students in-
dicated that there was limited access to quality educa-
tion and restricted or no access to accommodations (e.g.,
Egyptian Sign Language) which hindered their ability to
acquire needed reading and writing skills (Lord, 2017,
pp. 19–20). Finally, students with physical disabilities
noted physical and built environmental barriers such as
reduced access to transportation to schools, classrooms
on a higher floor without elevator access, and inacces-
sible bathrooms (Lord, 2017, pp. 17–18). The upshot of
these findingswas that studentswith physical disabilities
stayed at home altogether or simply missed out on cer-
tain lectures and activities. These findings dovetail with
research into the specific barriers experienced by chil-
dren with disabilities at primary and secondary levels of
education in developing countries (Danso, Owusu-Ansah,
& Alorwu, 2012; Leonard Cheshire Disability, 2017).

The importance of the findings regarding experience
prior to entry into university is that barriers existing in pri-
mary and secondary education may often have a knock-
on effect at higher levels, diminishing opportunity and ac-
cess. The foregoing also connects to the obligation in the
CRPD that requires due attention to accessibility at all lev-
els of education (CRPD, 2006, art. 24). Likewise, the CRPD
recognizes that self-advocacy and awareness measures
for teacher and administrators is one among many skill
sets needed and required to address entrenched stigma
and discrimination (CRPD, 2006, art. 8).

4.2. Admission, Enrolment, and Program Choice Barriers

Our assessment revealed significant barriers in HEI ad-
mission, enrolment, and program choices, and addi-
tional obstacles even after admission by individual de-
partments within HEI faculties. To begin with, admis-
sion criteria for students with disabilities into HEIs are
unclear or arbitrarily applied at the level of the faculty
or individual department within a faculty (Lord, 2017,
pp. 11–12). A typical reflection of this arbitrariness is the
experience of a philosophy student with a physical dis-
ability: “The Faculty determines that we only join certain
departments—they push us to join certain departments
so not all are open to me” (Lord, 2017, p. 13). Likewise,
another student explained: “I wished to study pharmacy,
but they told me that they won’t accept me in the major.
I was persuaded to change to diploma instead….I’m not
allowed because of my physical disability” (Lord, 2017).
Students with physical disabilities also face restrictions
in joining their department of choice. For example, stu-
dents with upper arm amputation were not allowed to
enrol in faculties that require extensive writing or draw-
ing, regardless of their qualifications. Similarly, students

with physical disabilities were more often than not de-
nied entry into any medical field (Lord, 2017).

Notably, deaf students experienced the greatest bar-
riers to admission in HEIs. Even the recent SCU decree
allowing students who are deaf permission to enrol into
HEI faculties limits their enrolment to teacher training in
the fields ofmusic, arts education, home economics, and
technology education (Lord, 2017). Likewise, students
with visual impairments face severe restrictions in ac-
cessing their selected fields of study on account of both
formal and informal exclusions (Lord, 2017, pp. 8–9). As
one student noted: “After I became blind, while enrolled
in the Faculty of Commerce, I was told I would need to
switch faculties, which I did not want to do, so I left uni-
versity” (Lord, 2017, p. 12). And some HEIs had put into
place written policies excluding blind students from en-
rolling in certain faculties. For example, at one HEI, al-
though the Faculty of Education supported admitting stu-
dents with disabilities, a university-wide bylaw on admis-
sions did not (Lord, 2017, pp. 15–16). At another HEI,
blind students could not enrol in the computer informa-
tion faculty, even though, paradoxically, that same fac-
ulty housed an assistive technology centre for persons
with disabilities.

All too often, even in the absence of written policies,
it was found that informal practices and “general under-
standings” worked to disadvantage students with disabil-
ities. Thus, at one university, two students with visual
impairment were admitted to the sociology department
only to be told a fewdays before the exam that theywere
being transferred to another department (Lord, 2017,
pp. 11–12). Subtle pressure was applied, sometimes by a
single faculty member, to dissuade a student from purs-
ing a course of study and solely on the basis of disabil-
ity, irrespective of qualification. Another student who ac-
quired a visual impairment during his course of studywas
thus told hewould no longer be able to pursue his studies
in commerce and would need to transfer to the arts fac-
ulty; he dropped out of university as a result (Lord, 2017,
pp. 11-12). This arbitrariness in decision-making is pre-
cisely what the CRPD attempts to address in requiring
States to create a legislative and—especially for higher
education institutions that operate more autonomously
than lower levels of education—regulative basis for non-
discrimination (CRPD, 2006, art. 4).

4.3. Attitudinal Barriers

At eighteen of the twenty eight HEIs visited, attitudinal
barriers were apparent among faculty and staff, non-
disabled students, and students with disabilities them-
selves. These perceptions about disability were regarded
as a major barrier to full participation and inclusion in
HEIs (Lord, 2017, pp. 13–14). At the same time, upper
level HEI management (i.e., university presidents, vice
presidents, and deans) conveyed high levels of interest
in supporting students with disabilities. A major theme
of all focus group discussions held with students with
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disabilities was the understanding ascribed to disability
within HEI culture. While both the social and individ-
ual/medical models were apparent, the latter was the
predominant model among faculty, staff, and administra-
tors (Lord, 2017).

Not surprisingly, the findings on disability awareness
barriers lead to the conclusion that faculty are unfamil-
iar with the rights of students with disabilities, including
their right to access HEIs on an equal basis with other stu-
dents. Moreover, the failure to accommodate students
with disabilities has a knock-on effect in terms of includ-
ing faculty with disabilities in higher education which is
shown to have a demonstrable (positive) impact on stu-
dent attitudes about disability (Reiko & May, 2011). Cre-
ating a more enabling environment within which greater
knowledge and understanding of how to identify and re-
move barriers must take place concurrently with specific
provision for training and education on disability exclu-
sion, consistent with articles 8 (awareness-raising) and 9
(accessibility) of the CRPD.

4.4. Physical Environment and Transport Barriers

Following the CRPD framework for environmental acces-
sibility, the study assessed physical access prior to reach-
ing an HEI campus, entry and egress onto the campus fa-
cilities, movement around the campus, and accessibility
features inside facilities (CRPD, 2006, art. 9).

Barriers in physical infrastructure and transport were
evident across all HEIs (Lord, 2017, pp. 17–18). Adopting
the holistic approach required by the CRPD in Article 9,
the assessment examined whether and how students
with disabilities were reaching and benefitting from the
all of the services offered, including lectures, library fa-
cilities, housing, sport and recreational events, and path-
ways across campus. Somewhat surprising given the low
cost of basic barrier removal, physical barriers routinely
prevented students with physical disabilities—especially
wheelchair users, but also blind persons—from attend-
ing lectures and activities. Students, especially blind and
physically disabled students, described the impact of
multiple barriers in how such barriers impacted their get-
ting to campus in the first place, and then restricted
campus building entry and egress, and limited partic-
ipation in field trips, extra-curricular activities and ac-
cess to housing structures. Further, the results of acces-
sibility audits uncovered barriers to water and sanita-
tion facilities and inaccessible toilets in all campuses as-
sessed. Somewhat disingenuously, resource limitations
were cited as a major obstacle to ensuring physical ac-
cess, especially to old buildings, by administrators, fac-
ulty, and engineering staff; old buildings in eighteen of
the twenty eight HEIs visited were not physically acces-
sible. Nonetheless, the appearance of a disabled parlia-
mentarian at one university’s concert hall resulted in the
construction of a wooden ramp within thirty minutes.

Only eleven of the twenty eight institutions visited
had accessibility plans andmeasures tomonitor and eval-

uate accessibility of any kind and none that were effec-
tively implemented to any significant degree (Lord, 2017,
p. 18). Students were wholly reliant on the goodwill of
other students or family members to mediate physical
barriers inside and outside of campus buildings. Other
hazards observed and reported by students included
door thresholds; unlevelled, unpaved and rough walk-
ways and roads around campus; and lack of safety railings
in toilets or hallways. These physical barriers were found
to limit students with disabilities’ regular attendance at
lectures and, inter alia, their access to education (Lord,
2017). Curiously, universities were not utilizing low cost
solutions to address priority barrier removal, although
a pilot program to assess and remove physical barri-
ers in cooperation with a non-governmental organiza-
tion at Cairo University offered some promise. Additional
missed opportunities abounded for integrating barrier
removal into academic programming, for instance by en-
gaging with engineering faculties to provide students
with campus-based academic and service learning op-
portunities. Finally, and underscoring the problems that
arise when students with disabilities themselves are not
consulted about resource allocation in barrier removal,
100 wheelchairs donated by a wealthy patron had no
apparent distribution plan attached to it nor a needs
assessment, and golf carts purchased for disabled stu-
dents were ill-equipped for many and ill-coronated to fa-
cilitate timely transfers. Consultation as a precondition to
decision-making, as required in Article 4(3) of the CRPD,
assumes particular significance in a context where re-
sources are limited and must be put to best use.

4.5. Course Material and Curricula Barriers

Difficulties in access course material and curricula were
widely cited. A majority of students with visual impair-
ment (72%) and hearing impairment (56%) reported bar-
riers in obtaining coursematerials in an accessible format
(Lord, 2017, pp. 19–20). As one blind student explained:
“I have a printing problem there are legal issues related to
copyright and it makes it hard to get what I need printed
in Braille” (Lord, 2017, p. 20). A large minority of stu-
dents with physical disabilities (44%) faced similar prob-
lems (ibid). In addition, HEIs are not facilitating the learn-
ing of Egyptian Sign language (ESL) or ensuring delivery
of education in the most appropriate means for deaf stu-
dents (CRPD, 2006, arts. 24, 30).

The results of the study disclosed that providing al-
ternative formats (courses, exams) and accessible teach-
ing modalities for the visually disabled (e.g., PDFs and
PPTs) is all but unknown. Further, students and assistive
technology staff explained that accessibility was seen as
a measure of “good will” and not of “rights” (Lord, 2017,
pp. 19–20). Hence, access to course materials in accessi-
ble formats is frequently dependent on the individual dis-
cretion of faculty members. Students, assistive technol-
ogy staff, and library personnel similarly report delays in
obtaining accessible formats of academic material (e.g.,
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Braille, large print, audio recordings) due to resource con-
straints (Lord, 2017). In addition, assistive technology
and library personnel report shortage of staffing, assis-
tive technology, and technical know-how on up-to-date
print access accommodations (e.g., Arabic language soft-
ware). Unfortunately, in the absence of knowledge and
understanding about the duty of HEIs to provide reason-
able accommodations to facilitate access to coursemate-
rial and curricula, students engaged in surreptitious self-
help strategies, as in secretly recording lectures on their
cell phone to listen to later on (Lord, 2017).

4.6. Examination Barriers

Barriers to accessing needed accommodations during ex-
aminations and assessments were a major issue noted
by many students. Student surveys revealed that 94% of
deaf students reported barriers in taking course exami-
nations (Lord, 2017). Students with visual and physical
disabilities pointed to the problem of poorly qualified
readers and writers assigned to them during the exam-
ination period. They also noted the faculty perception
that providing themwith qualified readers/writerswould
give them an unfair advantage or pave the way for cheat-
ing (Lord, 2017). This points to the need for educating
teachers and administrators about reasonable accommo-
dations in the specific context of assessment and, in addi-
tion, to the need for university-wide regulation and qual-
ity control.

Beyond putting in place uniform policies and proce-
dures, in some instances HEIs had discriminatory pro-
cesses in place according to which bylaws required
readers and writers for students with disabilities to be
younger and less qualified than the students they were
assisting, apparently on the basis that this would prevent
any unfair advantage. Students emphasized the need for
by-laws that facilitated their access through qualified as-
sistance. Many put forward their own solutions, pointing
to the availability of computer technology that might al-
low students to have access to computer examinations
to facilitate their access (Lord, 2017). Examples of de-
sired accommodations noted by students with disabili-
ties to achieve equal access to exams were diverse, and
yet HEIs were seemingly unaware that a core element of
the duty to provide reasonable accommodations in ed-
ucation is individualizing such accommodations (CRPD,
2006, art. 2). The measure of reasonableness allows for
the circumstance that not all types of accommodations
will be possible (e.g., on account of the need for re-
sources to obtain, for instance, the latest screen reading
software), yet many exist that are readily achievable.

4.7. Online Environment Barriers

Online accessibility is an increasingly important dimen-
sion of higher education. Accordingly, barriers were as-
sessed in the online environment against globally ac-
cepted standards for web content accessibility, namely,

the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, version 2.0.
Webpages were tested against twelve guidelines orga-
nized under four key principles: perceivable, operable,
understandable, and robust. Stark results were revealed:
every HEI website viewed showed significant degrees of
inaccessibility (Lord, 2017, pp. 22–23). Manual checks
were undertaken to confirm automated barriers and to
assess barriers that cannot be captured by automation.
For instance, websites were inaccessible for students
with visual impairment, utilizing assistive technologies
(e.g., JAWS, NVDA, and VoiceOver), preventing easy page
navigation or quickly accessing the entirety of the web-
site. The near total absence of captioning on videos
made such content inaccessible to persons with hearing
impairment. Page navigation across the entirety of the
HEI websites would be difficult for persons with physical
disabilities wheremouse navigation is not an option. Fur-
ther, the existing Egyptian law and policy framework was
silent on the accessibility of web content, online learning,
or other increasingly important modes of access to ma-
terials (Lord, 2017).

Finally, interviews with students and faculty mem-
bers with disabilities disclosed other barriers such as in-
accessible content on Facebook pages, a highly utilized
medium within HEIs (and the primary online presence
for seven of eight technical colleges), including no cap-
tioning on videos, no audio description for images, graph-
ics. One faculty member noted the practice of inform-
ing faculty and staff across the university of upcoming
events and meetings via PDF versions of xeroxed pages
that were totally inaccessible even to his own screen
reading technology (Lord, 2017). The Supreme Council
on Higher Education conceded its lack of technical ca-
pability in making the growing online e-platform acces-
sible but evidenced a strong interest in receiving such
support.More than other areas of CRPD implementation,
accessibility in the online environment was little under-
stood notwithstanding explicit provision made for it in
the treaty (CRPD, 2006, art. 9). The failure of HEIs to fa-
cilitate the entry of blind and Deaf students into informa-
tion technology and computer science programs demon-
strates the potentially far-reaching consequences of lim-
iting program choice. It stands to reason that such restric-
tions will stifle innovation (Haddon et al., 2005; Miller,
Paul, Parker, & Gillinson, 2004; Von Hippel, 2005).

5. Part III: Recommendations to Advance Inclusive
Higher Education

It is one thing to catalogue obstacles to inclusion as the
findings and conclusions of the USAID study highlight in
comprehensivemeasure. It is quite another to tackle and
dismantle these barriers, knowing in particular that lo-
cal shortcomings align generally with findings in other
developing countries where resource constraints create
similar barriers for many, if not all students irrespec-
tive of disadvantage rooted in disability (Emong, 2014;
Reiser, 2012).
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The radical claim of the CRPD is that such hindrances
are not inevitably determined on account of the absence
of material capabilities to dismantle them. Granted, in
some instances, resources will impose a certain tempo-
rality, a limitation on how quickly some barriers must
be removed (CRPD, 2006, art. 4). And these elements
are embedded in the human rights framework that ren-
ders social rights—including education—subject to pro-
gressive achievement, and indeed, the reasonable ac-
commodation duty which sets up some parameters (rea-
sonableness, undue hardship) for the imposition of that
duty (CRPD, 2006, arts. 2, 5). But a whole of institu-
tion approach, as laid out in the legal framework of the
CRPD, makes many components of barrier-removal im-
mediately realizable. In fact, the claim of the CRPD is that
there are numerous grounds for advancement and these
hinge on recognition of the legal capacity and person-
hood of persons with disabilities. Further, that progress
can be best achieved by engaging persons with disabil-
ities in the processes of barrier identification and re-
moval. Thus, CRPD Article 4(3) astutely requires that per-
sons with disabilities must be active agents in assessing
all policies, laws, and programs. Real inputs from stake-
holders would expose the absurdity—beyond its inher-
ent illegality—of pushing people into certain schools and
careers based on disability-type.

Moreover, a close reading of the CRPD, combined
with a “whole of institution approach” to accessibility in
higher education, offers guidance on the interventions
required to advance accessibility for students with dis-
abilities into quality higher education both in Egypt and
beyond Lord (CRPD Committee, 2016, para. 12). Within
HEIs, six core priority interventions are needed to ad-
vance inclusive quality higher education in Egypt. These
include: (1) dismantling barriers in pre-higher education;
(2) addressing law/policy and data gaps; (3) tackling dis-
ability stigma; (4) advancing inclusive curricula, materi-
als, and examinations; (5) creating barrier-free infrastruc-
ture; and (6) ensuring ICT accessibility. We underscore
the iterative and interrelated nature of these recommen-
dations. At the same time, we acknowledge that bring-
ing about the change contemplated by the CRPD will be
constrained by availability of resources that constrict in-
clusion for all students in developing country high educa-
tion, disabled and non-disabled alike. Yet in all of the ar-
eas requiring measures to advance inclusion and accessi-
bility, a pre-condition to the expenditure of resources in a
sensible direction is the meaningful participation by per-
sons with disabilities to prioritize and generate solutions.

5.1. Dismantling Barriers in Pre-Higher Education

Our study concluded that attention to the removal, or at
least mitigation, of pre-higher education barriers was im-
portant for facilitating entry into HEIs for students with
disabilities. Illustratively, instead of eliminating geome-
try and data-handling in math and science subjects in
secondary school for blind and deaf students, inclusive

education techniques must be employed, and accommo-
dations providedwithin those courses (Lord, 2017, p. 20).
Further, reforms in higher education can facilitate the re-
moval of many barriers for students with disabilities in
primary and secondary levels of education. Poignantly,
teachers trained in inclusive education at HEIs can de-
velop and disseminate expertise on assistive technology,
occupational therapy, and sign language at secondary
school levels (Lord, 2017).

5.2. Addressing Law/Policy and Data Gaps

Egypt can bring about the implementation of interna-
tional disability standards by strengthening its legal and
regulatory framework in the light of the CRPD and by rat-
ifying the Marrakesh Treaty. Policy development is also
fundamentally important to inclusive higher education
at both the national and university level given the au-
tonomy exercised by many HEIs in addressing disabil-
ity inclusion (Lord, in press). There is a need for coher-
ent university-wide policies on non-discriminatory en-
rolment and selection of academic courses, equal ac-
cess to course material and curricula, the provision of
reasonable accommodations, and grievance processes
to address instances of discrimination—including fail-
ures to provide these supports (CRPD Committee, 2016,
para. 63). Trenchantly, disability support services require
specific policies, procedures, trainings, and authoriza-
tion that apply specifically to all departments and teach-
ing staff to enable their implementation (Lord, 2017,
p. 20). Further, university-wide policies onmaking exami-
nations accessible for students with disabilities can serve
to eliminate discretionary decision-making by individual
faculty members (Lord, 2017). Finally, uniform and expe-
dient disability-inclusive HEI policies must extend to pro-
curement policies, especially in relation to obtaining ICTs
and equipment (e.g., software and computers) where
the principle of user-testing should be reflected in policy
(Haddon et al., 2005).

Measures must be undertaken at all levels of edu-
cation regarding the participation of students with dis-
abilities to address the persistent data gaps (Lord, 2017).
Data on primary, secondary and higher education must
capture and disaggregate on the basis of disability type,
school enrolment, retention and advancement (CRPD
Committee, 2016, para. 66). Gathering disability-specific
data and statistics—admittedly challenging given the
persistence of stigma and attendant reluctance to self-
disclose—is crucial for informing HEI policy and pro-
gramming on accommodating students with disabilities
(CRPD, 2006, art. 31).

5.3. Tackling Disability Stigma

HEIs must address the causes of disability stigma and
discrimination among faculty and staff, including misper-
ceptions about disability accommodations conferring an
unfair advantage (Riddell, 1999). Further, students with
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disabilities should be empowered to understand their
rights and self-advocate, recognizing that cultural mores
create internalized stigma and support the myth of ac-
commodations being a “favour” rather than a required
duty (Lord, 2017, p. 24).

To this end, HEIs can use CRPD Article 8’s awareness
raising mandate to break down stigma and foment posi-
tive imagery (CRPD, 2006, art. 8). This could involve train-
ings for students, faculty, staff, and administrators, espe-
cially according to active learning principles that expose
the fallacy of common stereotypes through dialogue be-
tween personswith disabilities and targeted participants.
A practical element of enhancing such awareness is build-
ing knowledge about the duty of HEIs to provide reason-
able accommodations to facilitate equal access to aca-
demic programming, including exams and course mate-
rials (Lord, 2017, p. 21). A precondition to understand-
ing the duty to provide reasonable accommodation is
imparting the sense that accommodations are equaliz-
ing measures and do not convey extra-advantage. Specif-
ically, that extra time for handwriting exam answers or
being able to conduct an exam in Braille aremeasures for
providing meeting student needs equal access. Further,
that they do not undermine or compromise the assess-
ment needs of the faculty member. HEIs must likewise
train faculty and staff on strategies for delivering content
accessibly, or for modifications to provide better access
to students, for example, allowing for students with hear-
ing disabilities to sit up front, or describing images for
students with visual disabilities (Lord, 2017, pp. 19–20).

5.4. Advancing Disability Inclusive Curricula, Materials,
and Examinations

Inclusive education for students with disabilities requires
access to course curricula, materials, and examinations
and therefore requires their provision in accessible for-
mats (CRPD, 2006, art. 24). Hence, HEIs must put into
place a system for the timely distribution of accessible
formats of materials to students with disabilities to pre-
vent delayed access that compromises quality inclusive
education. Failure to consult with students about their
specific needs and, crucially, their suggested solutions is
likely to result inwasted resources. Ensuring equal access
to examinations for students with disabilities suggests
not only the need for clear policies on equal access to
examinations, but specific guidance and clear directives
on accessibility to faculty on good practice with illustra-
tive accommodations for students with different disabil-
ities. This should include training for faculty and HEI ad-
ministration on the duty to make examinations accessi-
ble, and the provision of accommodations that do not
fundamentally alter the nature of the academic program
(CRPD, 2006, art. 24).

Academic curriculum must be inclusive if a whole-
of-institution approach is to take hold in HEIs. Disability-
inclusive curricula and research agendas within HEIs can
serve to incentivize the development of disability exper-

tise within HEIs. as suggested by research in South Africa
(Ohajunwa, McKenzie, & Lorenzo, 2015). Opportunities
to develop disability-inclusive curricula can likewise help
change attitudinal perceptions, and some of these ap-
proaches were beginning to emerge in some Egyptian
HEIs (Lord, 2017, p. 13). Bringing these initiatives to scale
and working to include in the curriculum courses on dis-
ability law, disability studies, inclusive education and ac-
cessibility in ICTs, among others, ought to be prioritized.

Finally, the value of disability-inclusive curricula is
borne out by the emergence of disability studies as a
discrete discipline within higher education in the United
States, the United Kingdom, and elsewhere. Prioritisa-
tion could include developing disability studies in the hu-
manities; sign language teaching and accreditation; inclu-
sive education teacher training (e.g., including inclusive
education training for new teachers, allowing students
with disabilities entry into teacher training courses, and
promoting university-sponsored workshops for training
teachers); ICT accessibility (in relation to assistive tech-
nologies, e-learning accessibility, and accessible web
content development) for specialized faculties (e.g., com-
puter information, computer science); and disability law,
and international and comparative disability law.

5.5. Creating Barrier-Free Infrastructure

Creating barrier-free infrastructure is fundamental to fos-
tering an enabling environment for students, faculty,
and staff with disabilities (Lord, 2017, p., 18). The two
elements required are dismantling existing barriers in
HEI infrastructure and ensuring that new building and
infrastructure projects are made accessible to persons
with disabilities. Consistent with the CRPD (and common
sense) this must be conducted by government in consul-
tationwith personswith disabilities and their representa-
tive organizations. Such collaboration can develop guide-
lines and plan new infrastructure by efficaciously draw-
ing on the knowledge and lived experiences of persons
with disabilities in accessing their environments (CRPD,
2006, arts. 4, 9). Engagement with local disability rights
groups can serve to: (1) identify, prioritize, and effec-
tively plan for barrier removal; (2) effectively train HEI
personnel responsible for infrastructure and accessibil-
ity; and (3) support innovative pilots utilizing HEI faculty
and students, including students with disabilities, to inte-
grate barrier removal into practical training and service
learning under the aegis of relevant faculties, like engi-
neering and architecture.

5.6. Ensuring ICT Accessibility

Training for HEI information and communications person-
nel on international standards and guidelines on web
content accessibility and their application to HEIs is a pri-
ority to remove persistent barriers in the online environ-
ment (Simpson, 2009). Further, practical training of fac-
ulty on accessibility practices for PDFs, PPTs, and other

Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 4, Pages 230–240 238



modes of content delivery in-class, and support for de-
velopment and piloting of online courses in accessible
formats is an imperative given the increasing reliance on
such materials in HEIs (Ziegler & Sloan, 2017). Guidance
provided by CRPD Article 9 and General Comment No. 2
on accessibility applies equally to information and com-
munication technology, as it does for other elements of
accessibility such as physical infrastructure (CRPD, 2006,
art. 9; CRPD Committee, 2014).

6. Conclusion

The adoption of the CRPD in 2006 and its subsequent
near universal ratification point to global recognition
that the right to inclusive education for persons with dis-
abilities at all levels of education is firmly embedded in
human rights law. Currently this promise is unfulfilled
at all levels of education worldwide, but progress is un-
derway, spurred on by the CRPD’s legal framework and
its institutional arrangements. For countries like Egypt
to make good on their legal commitments to inclusive
education, international donors and their implement-
ing partners must turn their attention to higher educa-
tion. Ironically, but positively, the potential assets to ad-
vance inclusion in higher education and in primary and
secondary education lie untapped within institutions of
higher education yet close-by in local organizations of
persons with disabilities.
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