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Abstract 

This study contributes to a growing depth of literature utilizing self-reflection and 

disability in higher education. It discusses the dynamics of concepts including academic ableism, 

racism, socio-cultural barriers, and environmental factors impacting the experiences of disabled 

students. 

The main objective of the study examines the level of social inclusion in the environment 

of the University of Manitoba. The methodological process uses analytic auto-ethnography for 

exploring the experience of a disabled graduate student in the academy. 

Findings of the study highlight several barriers which are obstructing the development of 

an inclusive environment for disabled students. These include the apparent lack of thoughtful 

physical planning for the inclusion of disabled students, presence of discriminatory socio-cultural 

assumptions, and over reliance on an accessibility team lacking in representation for inclusive 

procedures. 

Because centers like universities are made up of people and part of the larger society, the 

study proposes the model of inclusive consciousness for everyone as a way of promoting 

inclusion at all levels. Consequently, the study recommends that the way forward for the 

inclusion of disabled students is to create a framework that promotes equity, diversity and 

inclusion for disabled people, promotes the participation of disabled people in all aspect of the 

academy, ensures inclusion of disabled people in all forms of communication and makes 

accessibility issues a matter of general interest in the academy among others.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

1.1   Introduction 

In recent decades, academic research and professional discourse has increasingly 

explored the field of inclusion and diversity for promoting social interaction and participation by 

individuals from various backgrounds in institutions and the society at large (Acar, 2010; 

Baltaru, 2019; Canadian Construction Association, 2019; Shore et al., 2011). For instance, Tan 

(2019) points out, “In recent years, diversity has been embraced as a core value and fundamental 

priority across the different fields of medicine, science, and technology” (p. 31). The 

presupposed benefits of the phenomenon of inclusion and diversity is to foster environments, 

institutions and systems that would be accepting of individuals as relevant actors within groups 

regardless of backgrounds or abilities and allow the preservation of their diverse identities 

(Baltaru, 2019). As pointed out by Brewer (1991, p. 477; in Shore et al., 2011), in order to 

placate the troubles in managing inclusion and diverse populations, it is necessary to meet the 

“human needs for validation and similarity to others (on the one hand) and a countervailing need 

for uniqueness and individuation (on the other)” (p. 1264). Although while managerial aspects of 

inclusion and diversity may thrive, it is important to note that the mode of interaction at various 

levels could reenforce the concept of exclusion (Acar, 2010). As discussed by Grindstaff (2022), 

A working knowledge of the roots of, and barriers to, diversity, equity, and inclusion 

within organizations is essential to creating a more inclusive community, both in and 

beyond the academy. Structural inequalities arise and are reproduced at multiple 

levels simultaneously, each reinforcing the other: socially through interaction, culturally 

through ideas, values, and representations. (para. 1) 
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Apparently, this points to the fact that the lack of socio-cultural accommodation and 

negative attitudinal behavior among individuals within the power dynamics of an institution 

could challenge the promotion and management of inclusion and diversity in institutions and the 

society at large. Indeed, the presence of ‘attitudinal challenges’ among individuals, has been well 

documented in extant literature as an existing difficulty in the pursuit of inclusion and diversity 

(Acar, 2010; Oswald & Swart, 2011). Martin & Johnston (2007) explain that attitudinal 

challenges or stigma is “typically a social process, experienced or anticipated, characterized by 

exclusion, rejection, blame or devaluation that results from experience or reasonable anticipation 

of an adverse social judgment about a person or group” (p. 8). Consequently, this possibly 

creates doubts in the valuation of self-worth and acts as stressors in the lives of affected 

individuals (Stodolska, 2005). Fibbi et al. (2021) sum this up by stating that “Discrimination and 

stigmatization affect the life chances of the targeted persons and groups and are a source of stress 

affecting their well-being” (p. 69). While individuals adopt mechanisms to cope with 

occurrences of attitudinal challenges, the phenomenon manifests in several ways and as such, 

makes it problematic for individuals and researchers alike to find lasting solutions. According to 

Sue et al. (2007), some essential manifestations of attitudinal challenges or stigmatization can be 

“characterized primarily by a verbal or nonverbal attack meant to hurt the intended victim 

through name-calling, avoidant behavior, or purposeful discriminatory actions” (p. 273). 

In view of the fact that attitudinal challenges or stigmatization could be used to impact 

the existence of individuals, it therefore can be considered as a tool of oppression in the society 

or professional institutions. Cudd (2005) explains “oppression is a harm through which persons 

are systematically and unfairly or unjustly constrained, burdened, or reduced by any of several 

forces” (p. 21). Unfortunately, oppression itself creates the effect of social devaluation on the 
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part of the oppressed and oppressor, as the minds and action of both are constrained to act in a 

certain way (Garcia, 2017). To Freire (2005), “As the oppressors dehumanize others and violate 

their rights, they themselves also become dehumanized” (p. 56). Consequently, the liberation 

from the traps of oppression, perhaps, becomes a common goal for both the oppressed and the 

oppressor, though in a way that will cause the latter to come out on top. Hence, the oppressor 

ensures that any regime that would cause the benefits of oppression to be relinquished, is 

rendered ineffectual and unachievable (Freire, 2005; Garcia, 2017). On this note, Freire (2005) 

points out that “Once a situation of violence and oppression has been established, it engenders an 

entire way of life and behavior for those caught up in it—oppressors and oppressed alike” (p. 

58). 

To this end, the existence of oppression in social interactions, creates a struggle for 

finding true value in interpersonal relations, both from the position and point of view as the 

oppressed or the oppressor. It therefore becomes important to establish an alternative philosophy 

or order that neither discriminates nor oppresses but provides a pathway for humans to 

understand the true concept of life. Thus, one can explore the concept of the world as a market 

by the Igbos, as a possible content of discourse in this research. 

According to the beliefs among the Igbo speaking group of Eastern Nigeria, the world is 

a marketplace “Uwa bu ahia” and we as individuals are here to trade (Agozino & Anyanike, 

2007, p. 233). While this viewpoint suggests that humans are primarily inclined to pursue 

financial and economic gains, it holds a deeper meaning concerning the participation of 

individuals in world affairs. As discussed by Otakpor, (1996), “‘Uwa bu afia’, ’the world is a 

market-place’ is far more than an ordinary statement to be taken on its face value. It is fully 

loaded and tightly packed in meaning at its deeper layer” (p. 530). The viewpoint of the world as 
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a marketplace provides a framework to understand the importance of every individual in society 

and how their personality makeup and chosen profession like teachers, doctors, wise-men or 

philosophers, bankers, musicians and beggars on street corners affect the chain of interaction in 

the community (Agozino & Anyanike, 2007). According to Ezenwa (2017), 

among the Igbos, the human being and his dignity are regarded as vital in interpersonal 

relationships. Without the human person in the Igbo setting there is no humanity and no 

community. In the Igbo worldview, it is the human person who gives meaning and value 

to community and existence. (p. 9) 

However, the Igbo worldview holds that, in the process of interpersonal relations and 

interaction in the community, everyone must be ready to negotiate and bargain to succeed in 

their daily affairs (Agozino & Anyanike, 2007). The resources for such negotiation and 

bargaining is believed to be provided by the personal god (Chi) of an individual. Thus, if 

someone is provided with low resources by the personal god, it is likely that the person might 

suffer and have low bargaining power for pursuing dreams in life (Agu, 1990). To this end, 

individuals must respect their Gods in order to succeed in life. It is on this note that Agozino & 

Anyanike, (2007) points out that “If one’s creator dealt one a raw deal in this life, one can still 

bargain with his/her personal God (or Chi) and haggle for a better break” (p. 233). It is for this 

reason that the Igbos have names like Chika (personal god is supreme) or Chukwuka/Chukuka 

(God is supreme) (Achebe, 1958; Agu, 1990). 

In adopting the worldview of the world as a marketplace, for the sake of this study, I will 

begin my story as a child born in the early 1990s. In my childhood days, I grew up, having 

dreams of a bright and successful future. While my dreams gradually developed and furnished 

me with a sense of direction in the journey of life to become an academic, they were for the most 
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part influenced by my immediate environment and socio-cultural background. My childhood 

took place in a metropolis called Benin City in Edo State, South-South region of Nigeria. 

The South-South region of Nigeria is comprised of an educated middle-class and is home 

to several disparate groups and cultures that coexist in various states like Edo, Delta and Rivers 

(Suberu & Osaghae, 2005). This is unlike the ethnic groups in other areas of Nigeria, such as the 

Eastern region, dominated by the Igbos, the Western region by the Yorubas, and the Northern 

region which is predominantly Hausa-Fulani (Uweru & Ubrurhe, 2000). To this end, Benin City 

is just like most places in the South-South region of Nigeria. Although home to the Binis, it is 

also open to many cultures. This includes elements from the South-South region like the 

Urhobos and Ijaws, as well as direct inter-group relations with the Yorubas and presence of the 

Igbo traders and Hausa-Fulani. The city is also influenced by European values, due to 

colonialization by the British (Ezeluomba, 2018). 

I was born in Benin City to Mr. and Mrs. Egbri (of Urhobo and Delta Igbo origin 

respectively), as the last child of five. As a result, I had the opportunity to learn from others and 

grow up in an exciting environment. This was enhanced when my family moved from the central 

area of the city into the staff quarters of the academic community of the University of Benin. The 

central area of the city was made up of people from all works of life like traders and teachers and 

included roaming individuals who engaged in jobs such as house cleaning and building sight 

assistance. It can be argued that it might have been difficult to form an idea of the occupation I 

wanted to pursue. On the other hand, the academic staff quarters of the institution where my 

family moved into was essentially occupied by academics and non-teaching staff that worked in 

the university. The discussion around me from this time onward, was centred on issues relating 

to academics and more practical matters in the society like the application of the law and tips on 
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how to stay healthy. It was within this environment that I gained a lot of interest in becoming an 

academic. However, I began life with a visual impairment, which practically impeded this 

pursuit from the start. 

The presence of a visual impairment meant that I had to struggle with my academics, 

which I started in a school that was designed only for children without disabilities in my 

community. Right from the start of the primary staff school within the university, a visual 

impairment afforded me fewer opportunities for being educated. Teachers in my community did 

not have any means of including me in class activities with regular students. Suffice to say that I 

was perhaps the only child with a visual impairment in the university environment. At this time, I 

performed poorly in my education and learned next to nothing at school. The only education I 

got was from my immediate family. My education was mostly carried out by my immediate elder 

sister, who was lost to pneumonia when I was just age nine. 

As a result of improper introduction to the educational system, one day while sitting with 

my siblings in the family room to discuss our future with my parents, I wrongly stated my wish 

to become an academic after everyone announced their plans of wanting to become a lawyer or 

an engineer. Instead of saying I wanted to become a professor, I blurted out, “I want to become a 

vice chancellor.” At the time, I did not understand what it took to become a professor but felt I 

should be part of the celebrated class. My statement caused an abrupt end to the discussion as 

everyone went into fits of laughter and some people tried to explain to me that the vice 

chancellor position was not a profession. Little did they understand that, while I was interested in 

becoming an academic, I did not know what it took, as the environment and history of lack of 

role models in academia did not offer me any pathway as a person with visual impairment (Zaid 

& Zaid, 2017).  
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Indeed, the academic community has largely been organized to feature a largely elitist 

class of scholars with limited space for those considered outsiders (Heeren & Shichor, 1993; 

Mukharji, 2017). For instance, Museus et al. (2015) points out the following: 

It has been argued that the rationales that typically drive policy making are designed by 

the elite to shape higher education policy in ways that benefit the elite. Given that the 

elite class in the United States is disproportionately composed of members of the White 

majority, it could be argued that the power elite’s policy rationales can and do function to 

preserve power, status, and opportunity for the disproportionately White elite while 

limiting access to these privileges among historically marginalized and minoritized 

populations. (Museus et al., 2015, p. 52) 

It is on this note that disabled people are affected by matters relating to higher education, 

as persons with disabilities are part of a minority group.  Furthermore, they might be from a 

marginalized background or racialized group, which may further affect their ability to succeed in 

higher education institutions (Baker, 2019; Haber & Smith, 1971; Kabuta, 2014). To this end, 

Baker (2019) states that the “impact of colonialism and structural inequities within accounts of 

Blackness and disability continue to produce injustice in university settings” (p. 1). 

Indeed, exploring the personal experience of minority groups like individuals with 

disabilities in the world of academics provides insight into challenging stories of various peoples 

within the environment (Green & Myatt, 2011; Hyland, 2018). Gibson (2012) advises that based 

on Research in higher education, linked to national and international policy, suggests the need 

for educationalists to show greater understanding and awareness of the lived experiences of 

undergraduate students with disabilities. These sources argue that this knowledge should then be 
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used to inform their understandings as tutors and facilitate inclusive and effective teaching 

strategies. (Gibson, 2012, p. 353) 

These stories of how individuals with disabilities interact with the policies, environment and 

attitude of the academic community shows a great level of similarity that exists in the experience 

of disabled people as well as other individuals of minority status. Their stories in the academic 

community are often experiences laced with exclusion and under-representation (Eisenman et al., 

2020). On this note, Bahadoosingh (2021) explains, 

Existing literature has illuminated individualized experiences of racial minority 

leadership at the center of their research and looked at barriers for hindering the number 

of visible minority school leaders, such as color blindness, tokenism, a lack of social 

capital, and white sanction. (p. 2) 

1.2   Environmental Context of the Study 

Generally, the environment of a university is perceived as the physical attributes of the 

campus, organizational culture and politics surrounding the social orientation and interaction 

among students and faculty members (Meierdirk, 2018; Pizzuti-Ashby & Alary, 2008; Trigwell 

et al., 1999). Pizzuti-Ashby & Alary (2008) highlight that the campus environment covers a 

range of issues like “student support services, student space, venues for self-expression, the 

physical environment of the campus, and its physical growth” (p. 1). It determines the overall 

outlook of the institution, as the environment is the central area surrounding student life and the 

process of collaboration amongst individuals in a university (Hurst et al., 2013). It reflects the 

influence of socio-cultural values, as well as the provision of equitable policies by university 

authorities. It is through a well-organized environment that students can be part of activities in 

the university community and as such, participate in interpersonal interaction and improve 
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cultural diversity (Hurst et al., 2013; Pizzuti-Ashby & Alary, 2008). It is on this note that Pizzuti-

Ashby & Alary (2008) state that “the social and academic integration of students within their 

campus environment is an instrumental component in their persistence and goal attainment” (p. 

1). Thus, a well-organized campus community could create a lively and academically friendly 

social environment for students to thrive. 

In the case of graduate students, the social environment is very important to research and 

development of leadership skills in the advancement of careers and academic learning (Ostrove 

et al., 2011). The graduate experience of students within the social environment, is likely to be a 

significant factor in the overall process of academic learning. Nevertheless, international 

graduate students and even faculty members struggle to fit into the structure of social 

environment in universities; cultural and economic barriers often pose personal challenges 

amongst students of non-western background in western countries (Green & Myatt, 2011; 

Newsome & Cooper, 2016). To Rienties et al. (2011), “students with a non-Western background 

are less integrated than Western students, have considerably lower academic and social 

integration scores” (p. 121). In a similar consideration, Rodriguez et al., (2019) explain, 

“International graduate students in the United States face many challenges, not only those limited 

to cultural adjustments and transition challenges, but also academic and social isolation during 

graduate school” (p. 50). Consequently, graduate students are usually tasked with more 

independent studies and research. This makes acclimatization a rather difficult process. In most 

cases, the course of conducting research and studies may be time consuming, and as such, 

deprive the students from taking every opportunity for social interaction (Rodriguez et al., 2019; 

Madjett & Belanger, 2008; Mckinlay et al., 1996). In the same vein, international graduate 

students could fall victim of racial discrimination and cultural segregation. Although, racial 



  10 

 

discrimination and cultural segregation could be subtle and hidden in the academic community, it 

nevertheless constitutes a major problem for international graduate students (Grayson, 2014). 

This is made worse by the fact that international students in a country like Canada for instance 

are faced with socio-cultural hurdles that makes the process of integration very tricky (Madgett 

& Belanger, 2008). In other words, the social-cultural environment is often a difficult aspect in 

the experiences of international students, owing to multiple factors relating to their background 

and exposure to western values (Netierman et al., 2021; Xiao, 2021). 

Additionally, international students in Canada are susceptible to encountering housing 

and financial difficulties during their study, resulting from the fact that many struggle with the 

economic transition from their home country to Canada (Calder et al., 2016). This could create a 

position of low self-esteem due to a disadvantaged socio-economic status, especially in race 

relations with Canadians of European descent who are often better off. This could possibly 

dampen the ability of international students to feel comfortable in the social environment (Poteet 

& Gomez, 2015). Consequently, the challenges for graduate students or any student at all is 

made more difficult when living with a disability or a chronic ailment, as personal challenges are 

amplified by barriers in the overall environment. Indeed, physical barriers and misconceptions 

about disability often create extraneous challenges for disabled students and lead to invisibility in 

the environment. This largely has to do with the attitude and depiction of disabled people in the 

history of academic community and cultures that have influenced it (Moola, 2015; Pfeiffer, 

2002). To Moola (2015), “The invisibility of disabled students on university campuses is not 

surprising when we consider that the academy - as an institution that is centuries’ years old - has 

an elite history” (p. 47). 
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1.3   Exclusion in the Academy 

The environment of older universities in Europe and later America only represented elite 

groups or rich white minorities, which created an exclusive culture (Castellia et al., 2012; Goldin 

& Katz, 1998). This cultural value of exclusion among academic scholars in the not-too-distant 

past often created a hostile social environment and dissuaded or sometimes impeded the progress 

of individuals of marginalized groups like persons with disabilities and racially disadvantaged 

groups into the university community (Conner & Rabovsky, 2011). Consequently, persons with 

disabilities have been historically viewed as unworthy educational material and unfit for 

navigating the academic environment (Leake & Stodden, 2014). According to Dolmage (2017), 

“disability has always been constructed as the inverse or opposite of higher education. Or, let me 

put it differently: higher education has needed to create a series of versions of lower education” 

(p. 3). Thus, persons with disabilities in academic culture are depicted as inferior, meant to be in 

therapeutic centers like schools of special education, or confined to residential institutions 

(Gibson, 2012). 

The social devaluation of persons with disabilities within the academic community 

essentially creates an environment with additional barriers for disabled people in institutions. 

These institutional barriers are not restricted to the student population, but also includes faculty 

members with disabilities and is known as academic ableism (Brown & Leigh, 2020; Dolmage, 

2017). To understand the concept of academic ableism, it is important to have a grasp of the 

phenomenon in a general sense. The concept of ableism is the celebration of able-bodiedness by 

individuals in popular cultures and institutions (Bogart & Dunn, 2019). The Ontario Human 

Rights Commission (2016) states, “Ableism may be conscious or unconscious, and may be 

embedded in institutions, systems or the broader culture of a society” (p. 3). 
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 In Western-oriented societies, the celebration of able-bodied individuals or strong 

capabilities, is largely based on historic perception of the ideal features of human beings and has 

been amplified by some core fundamentals of the neoliberal ideology. The neoliberal ideology is 

deeply rooted in the values of human capital and the promotion of transactional relationship 

based on image representation (Fritsch, 2015; Stienstra, 2018). Hence, creating a lens in the 

social order of things, by which individuals are accepted or rejected in the ever-increasing 

commercialized institutions and cultures (Racho, 2017). 

Apparently, the Neo-liberal ideology creates a social environment of ableism, as disabled 

people have struggled to find a decent place in popular cultures and institutions. While disabled 

people in the past experienced overt discrimination and marginalization in society, ableism 

fosters an environment of subordination to other individuals and social inequality (Gappmayer, 

2020; Stienstra, 2018). For disability scholars and commentators alike, the attitude of ableism 

presents disabled people with the problem of constructing positive identity and finding inclusive 

rhythm in institutions like colleges and work environments. In analyzing the dilemma of disabled 

people in creating a positive identity within an ableist work environment, Jammaers et al. (2016) 

succinctly points out 

disabled employees inhabit a contradictory discursive position: as disabled individuals, 

they are discursively constructed for what they are unable to do, whereas as employees 

they are constituted as human resources and expected to be able to produce and create 

value. (p. 1366) 

The situation of disabled people in the workplace environment, is not in any way 

different from that of students with disabilities in colleges and universities. The morale for the 

pursuit of knowledge and self-determination of disabled students can be impeded by existing 
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institutional barriers and ableist treatment from colleagues and members of staff alike. Francis et 

al. (2019) clearly captures the impact of this trend when they state that “despite the increase in 

students with disabilities attending college, the graduation rates of these students consistently lag 

behind their peers without disabilities” (p. 247). In emphasizing the growing level of 

disinclination or disinterest for disabled students in colleges and universities to attain a degree, 

Getzel & Thoma (2008) reveal that from 1986 to 2001 national data in the United States shows a 

sharp decline for persons with disabilities completing their education. Similarly, in a study 

conducted in Canada around the same time period, Duquette (2000) found that disabled students 

in Canadian universities were more likely to drop out of their degree due to lack of social and 

academic integration and fair practices. 

While the above studies depict the situation in the late 20th century, contemporary 

discourse on the lack of integration in universities or the practice of ableism in academia shows 

that perhaps little has changed in terms of eroding the barriers for disabled students (Francis et 

al., 2019; Leake & Stodden, 2014; Mullins & Preyde, 2013). Dolmage (2017) explains that, 

while the academic community has grudgingly shown some initiative to alter the physical space 

for improved accessibility, persons with disabilities still exist in a social environment plagued 

with old institutional values inundated in ableism and eugenics-arrogance. This exacerbates a 

negative rhetoric among students and educational staff alike while sustaining the hiddenness of 

disabled people in academia (Brown & Leigh, 2018). According to a research participant in a 

study carried out in a Canadian university, 

“A Prof said to me, yeah you at the university and you have special things done to you, 

but when you get out into the work life, how are you going to deal with it? That really 
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scared me… when the Prof said if we were arguing and he hit the desk and screamed” 

(Bruce & Aylward, 2021, p. 20).  

Indeed, the elements of ableism within the environment create barriers in the inclusion of 

disabled students in Canadian colleges and universities (Pearson & Boskvich, 2019). The level of 

inclusion in the environment could determine the participation of disabled students in colleges 

and universities as it contributes to the development of their overall confidence and sense of 

belonging in a diverse and unfamiliar community. Regarding this, Michalski et al. (2017) point 

out that Canadian universities should create environments for supporting and integrating 

minority groups like persons with disabilities in the academic community. According to them, 

“while institutions of higher learning can facilitate improved access, they must commit to 

developing support services and a more welcoming and inclusive environment in order to ensure 

student retention and success” (p. 66). 

In any case, recent trends among Canadian universities to establish a more formal and 

general framework for inclusiveness and diversity in the academic community provide new 

opportunities for an equitable platform for the integration of disabled students and other 

minorities. This was reinforced in 2017 when members of Universities Canada assented to the 

commitment of a strategic framework on equity diversity and inclusion (EDI), established for the 

promotion of an unbiased sociological order within various institutions (Tamtik & Guenter, 

2019). The Universities Canada is a platform that helps advocate and plan strategies for higher 

education in the country, with members from the echelon of various Canadian institutions like 

McGill University, University of Toronto, and University of Manitoba (Tamtik & Guenter, 

2019). Based on the awareness of this framework in Canadian institutions, Tamtik & Guenter 

(2019):  
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Suggest that equity, diversity and inclusion activities have become a policy priority 

attached to a variety of institutional action plans and performance reports. As a result, 

there has been an increase in institutional strategic activities including institutional 

political commitment (e.g., new equity offices, new senior administration positions, 

mandatory training), student and faculty recruitment with programmatic and research 

support. (p. 41) 

The University of Manitoba, being a member of the Universities Canada and subscribing to 

initiatives of equity and diversity, has reinforced an inclusive framework in the school’s affairs 

(Tamtik & Guenter, 2019). This has led to the creation of the EDI task force and advisory groups 

for improving respect, fairness and diversity within the working and learning community of the 

University of Manitoba. 

This research project seeks to provide a personal reflection and analysis of the level of 

inclusion for a disabled student in Graduate Studies at the University of Manitoba. It is a self-

exploration of experience and policies of equity and inclusion for disabled students in the social 

environment of the University of Manitoba. 

1.4   Statement of Purpose 

Literature has extensively documented the level and impact of exclusion of disabled 

students in Canadian universities (Duquette, 2000; Michalski et al., 2017; Mullins & Preyde, 

2013). The extent of exclusion of disabled people in Canadian universities is caused by 

numerous issues ranging from individual actions and barriers to the physical and social 

environment, as well as formal policies by institutions. 

In the social environment, it has been well documented that disabled people face issues 

like discrimination and attitudinal challenges due to misrepresentation of disability in the socio-
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cultural domain (Pfeiffer, 2002). This largely manifests as the culture of ableism in higher 

education, which downgrades the social status and academic capabilities of persons with 

disabilities. As such, affecting the level of integration and participation of disabled students in 

the environment of higher education. Consequently, disabled people often find great difficulties 

in partaking in the environment due to lack of inclusive frameworks and inaccessible platforms 

(Scott, 2019). 

To this end, it can be expected that the inclusive framework of the equity, diversity, and 

inclusion principles assented to by members of Universities Canada could be a step in the right 

direction for disabled people in institutions of higher education. Although, the EDI principles are 

not specifically made for disability-oriented issues alone, its all-encompassing status as an 

inclusive framework could act as a basis for the integration and fair representation of disabled 

people in the academic community. 

It is on this note that this research hopes to cross-examine the environment of an 

institution in Canada, through the self-reflection and analysis of a graduate student with a 

disability at the University of Manitoba. It is an attempt to raise questions on the level of 

diversity and inclusive frameworks in the environment for students at the University of 

Manitoba. Consequently, the research hopes to incorporate in its analysis the implication of the 

background of the researcher as an international disabled student in graduate studies at the 

University of Manitoba.  

1.5   Significance of the Study 

Flowing from the analysis in the introductory part of this work, It can be argued that  the 

opinions of personal experience in academics provides a great way of understanding the level of 

diversity and equity among individuals. This is because, the process of self-reflection or self-
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narrative provides an avenue by which an individual can explore major issues through a personal 

account. To this end, the personal account of a disabled graduate student at the University of 

Manitoba would be useful in understanding the current state of diversity and inclusion. It could 

be helpful in explaining some of the difficulties disabled students face, amid vague systems of 

inclusive frameworks.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW AND THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1   Introduction 

 The review of existing literature in academic research is a practical guide that helps to 

show the basis and direction of a study or an investigative process. Though not all existing works 

in a subject area can be reviewed, the process aims to provide thematic constituencies in the 

body of available literature. It establishes a framework by which a continuum of diverse 

perspectives in extant literature can be well appreciated and contributed upon (Boote & Beile, 

2005). In likening the process to a conversation metaphor, Lingard (2015) explains:  

Imagine yourself joining a conversation at a social event. After you hang about 

eavesdropping to get the drift of what’s being said (the conversational equivalent of the 

literature review), you join the conversation with a contribution that signals your shared 

interest in the topic, your knowledge of what’s already been said, and your intention to 

add something new that will matter to those participating. (p. 252) 

The literature review is an ‘academic interaction’ that highlights contextual elements for 

presenting analytical findings. It is a process that recounts the assessments of related studies and 

discusses their outcome. Thus, the literature review is an important aspect of the research or 

analysis that promotes clarity and lends credence to the procedure of a study (Green et al., 2006). 

Snyder (2019) explains that: 

a literature review is an excellent way of synthesizing research findings to show evidence 

on a meta-level and to uncover areas in which more research is needed, which is a critical 

component of creating theoretical frameworks and building conceptual models. (p. 333) 

While it can be agreed that the importance of the literature review is in its ability to 

synthesize information for the creation of an analytical framework, it is worthy to note that 
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individual study may require varying style or method. This is quite an important fact to note in a 

dissertation due to the centrality of the literature review to the overall process. Thus, an 

inappropriate method of literature review may lead to a disorganized research methodology or 

irrelevant analytical framework (Boote & Beile, 2005). On this note, it is important to select a 

method of literature review that would be of immense contribution to this study. The study aims 

to make use of a narrative in the analytical framework. Hence, it will be helpful to connect with 

the theoretical frameworks and contextual ideas from works that have made use of narrative 

methods for self-reflection in their analysis. The essence of narrative studies based on self-

reflection to the literature review process is to create a framework of analysis that would be 

related to this research. Green et al. (2006) have recommended a credible tool in the form of a 

narrative overview for conducting a literature review. According to them, “narrative overview, 

also known as an unsystematic narrative review, are comprehensive narrative syntheses of 

previously published information… this type of literature review reports the author’s findings in 

a condensed format, that typically summarizes the contents of each article” (p. 103). 

2.2   Opinions of Diversity and Inclusion of Disabled Students in Auto-Ethnographic 

Studies  

In a bid to understand the opinions of disabled people on the issue of diversity and 

inclusion in Universities, Halder & Assif (2017) explains that a broad framework of analysis 

must be adopted. This framework should include, among other things, issues like experiences of 

various abilities, a multicultural environment, emotional geography, human rights, equity and the 

level of organizational inclusiveness. On this note, this section will review literature on the 

diversity and inclusion of disabled students in universities across several countries. 
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In an analysis from the perspective of a teaching staff, Svendby (2021) discusses the 

problem of cultural exclusion and disability awareness with an auto-ethnographic study. The 

author explains that the experience of teaching a class with a disabled student was somewhat 

difficult at first due to lack of knowledge on how to do so, as well as personal discomfort on not 

wanting to make mistakes. In the view of Svendby (2021), a lot of lecturers are unaware on how 

to be inclusive, and this goes a long way in affecting the experience of disabled students. 

 In the author’s case, becoming aware of inclusive measures was a gradual process and 

only began just before a class. In the class, people had to make known the presence of a student 

with hearing impairment and the need for an interpreter to pass on messages. Consequently, 

Svendby (2021) explains that “unawareness” of inclusion is due to a cultural practice that 

promotes ableism and the lack of anticipation of persons with disabilities in universities. 

According to the author:  

While the encounter with the sign interpreters was uneventful in itself, it became a 

significant moment in my teaching career. I was somewhat unsettled by the unforeseen 

situation. It did not help that the room was crowded and short of space. I felt distracted by 

the unfamiliar experience of having someone standing right next to me gesticulating as I 

spoke, and sometimes interrupting me to ask me to explain a word or repeat a sentence. 

The discomfort I experienced in the situation was increased by the sudden insight that I 

had not reflected on the possibility that some of the students in my classes might be 

disabled. (Svendby, 2021, p. 637) 

With respect to the difficulties expressed in the above study, Wilson (2017) discusses the 

need for a re-imagination of the inclusion of disabled students in colleges. The author explains 

that the current system of education, creates an unwelcome environment for persons with 
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disabilities and makes inclusive learning difficult. According to Wilson (2017) after several 

experiences in the inclusion of persons with disabilities in higher education, there is the need to 

“reexamine inclusive education and to consider how university classrooms, pedagogy, and 

curricular materials can be improved in order to accommodate all students” (para. 1). The author 

explains through a narration of an experience as an ally to a disabled person in college that the 

system of academics is built from the start to exclude students with disabilities. This is a result of 

the lack of inclusive designs, especially founded in the mode of teaching, class setup and general 

mode of communication (Wilson, 2017). 

However, Reuter (2017) in an autoethnographic study, details how a changing 

perspective of inclusion occurred in the university due to the negative experiences of persons 

with disabilities with established rules. According to Reuter (2017), “Throughout my four years 

at Syracuse University however, I have changed my mindset and beliefs about special education, 

disability and inclusive practices” (p. 3). The author provides the views from experiences that 

established rules could be great for some, and yet very difficult and exclusively challenging for 

others to be part of an inclusive space. To this end, Reuter (2017) posits that the creation of an 

inclusive environment for disabled students is largely based on reconstructing thoughts 

surrounding the philosophy of social concepts and disability. According to the author in a 

reactionary self-dialogue to what she learned in class: 

Professor C comments that disability is socially constructed.  She brings citing examples 

to build her argument. She starts with Down Syndrome. I think, how can this be socially 

constructed… Professor C continues her argument by informing us that scientists have 

changed the IQ number required in labeling an intellectual disability. I pause. I would not 

want my life to be determined based on a test score. (Reuter, 2017, p.9) 
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In a different approach to the issue of inclusion and diversity, Castrodale & Zingaro 

(2015) discuss the use of friendship as a means for integration of disabled students in 

universities. In using their experience as friends in higher education, the authors explain that 

friendship could be a tool for integration and diversity, as it promotes support and understanding 

between disabled and non-disabled students. 

2.3   Narratives on issues affecting the social environment for disabled students in higher 

education  

In a qualitative exploration of narrative interviews, Eisenman et al. (2020) discuss 

reoccurring concepts in the social environment of university campuses for disabled students. 

According to the authors, the concept of micro aggressions, micro affirmations and institutional 

acceptance are common themes in the narrative discourse of the social environment in campuses 

of higher education. Eisenman et al. (2020) explain how the concepts of micro aggressions and 

micro affirmations refers to the minor but important cues in the social environment of a 

university campus. On one hand, micro aggression signifies any act or attitude of discrimination 

towards minority students that could be subtle but effective in leading to discomfort or volatility. 

This is rather the opposite of micro affirmations, which use acts, tone, or gestures of kindness to 

boost the emotional state of vulnerable people and improve their success rate on university 

campuses. 

In an autoethnographic study by Isaacs (2020), the social environment of university 

campuses is viewed with a cornucopia of signals that are political in nature and could break or 

promote the success of students. The author uses time as a basis for analyzing personal 

experience, wherein the work discusses the preference by individuals to deal with non-disabled 

students over those with disabilities. Isaacs (2020) further discusses how people are likely to say, 



  23 

 

I don’t have time for this, when persons with disabilities are slow to accomplish things. While 

this might be a simple expression, it could be damaging to the morale of disabled students in the 

pursuit of academics. Isaacs (2020) shares a personal story:  

I arrived at the library at the university at which I was registered as a student. I had hoped 

to take out a book I would use in the write-up of my Master’s dissertation. As I got to the 

counter to make an enquiry, the librarian noticed me. He then got up from his seat and 

came towards me. He proceeded to ask what he could assist me with. There was an 

uncomfortable silence. I just stared at him. I could not answer him. I just experienced a 

block - nothing came out of my mouth. I could hear my response being recited in my 

head, but I could not verbalize it. The librarian stared at me, saying nothing. As I 

stuttered through my response, the librarian gave me a blank stare. He then sighed and 

mumbled, ‘I don’t have time for this’. With that, he turned his back on me and started 

walking back to his seat. I remained standing there for about five minutes hoping the 

librarian would return. Instead, he looked back at me, annoyed. I then left the library 

feeling disabled, embarrassed and powerless. (p. 58) 

In a similar study, Lourens & Swartz (2016) investigate the phenological experience of 

disabled students in the social environment of universities. The study uses a narrative method of 

qualitative investigation to highlight the views of a lot of disabled students. According to the 

authors, disabled students experience a great deal of body shaming and exclusion in the social 

environment of universities. This includes people avoiding them due to their disability and 

sometimes displaying subtle signs of antagonism. To this end, Lourens & Swartz (2016) point 

out,  
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In recent years there has been a growing international urgency to include disabled 

persons on university campuses. Ideally, this inclusion runs deeper than a mere increase 

of disabled students on tertiary grounds; it also involves the quality of the social and 

learning experiences of disabled students. (p. 240) 

In explaining the role of teaching staff on the academic experience and social perception 

of disabled students in higher education, Díez et al. (2015) adopt a method of biographic 

narrative for their study. According to them, the attitude and practice adopted by lecturers in 

interacting with disabled students plays a major role in social inclusion and level of participation 

by students with disabilities in the classroom. 

The authors explain that the use of a biographic research method in the study helps to 

highlight the direct opinion of disabled students. The research highlights that disabled students 

sometimes feel uncomfortable in classrooms due to elements of attitudinal barriers shown by 

lecturers. This could take the form of poor interactive response towards students with disabilities 

by professors or tone of doubt in discussing with disabled people (Díez et al., 2015). While this 

attitudinal challenge may be unintentional or invisible to others, it nevertheless causes a 

perception of social exclusion for disabled students and esteem issues in academics (Díez et al., 

2015).  

However, in the discussion of esteem issues for disabled students in the social 

environment of the academic community, Maconi (2016) highlights the theme of resilience. The 

author uses a narrative of qualitative method to investigate the opinions of disabled students on 

the effect of identity in the social environment of higher education. 

According to Maconi (2016), “even with the social movement to recognize people with 

disabilities as valuable members of society with agency, the historical narrative of disability as a 
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victim status continues to be the dominant cultural narrative today” (p. 8). The author explains 

that this negative cultural foundation concerning persons with disabilities extends to colleges, 

wherein the social environment of higher education is usually discriminatory and disabled 

students must face several challenges before graduation.  

Nevertheless, many disabled students would stand up tall and avoid being broken by the 

challenges they experience in the social environment from other students and staff alike. Maconi 

(2016) points out: 

In order to truly include students with disabilities so that they can create identities around 

feeling included as students, the university, and other institutions, need to consider 

students with disabilities as whole people who may have questions about life outside of 

the university or classes. In linking students to outside resources and acknowledging them 

as people who are more complex than their disability or diagnosis. (p. 70) 

To this end, Bobat et al., (2020) discuss issues in the normalization of the social environment for 

disabled students in higher education. The authors use narrative from students, academic staff 

and other workers in the academy. In the study, the authors point out that there is a substantial 

level of attitudinal difficulties in higher education, but explain that this is largely as a result of 

misrepresentation of disabled people as stupid and incompetent in the wider cultural space. 

According to Bobat et al. (2020), the social environment is sometimes difficult for 

disabled students to participate in because students and academic staff alike are usually unsure of 

how to be inclusive. To this end, the authors suggest that more orientation and positive cultural 

representation is needed for students and staff in the academy, to ensure the normalization of 

disabled people in the social environment. 
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2.4   Personal experience on navigating emotional challenges in an ableist environment of 

higher education 

The cultural foundation of higher education is practically based on ableism and elements 

of discriminatory attitudes (Kattari, 2015). According to Abes & Dakow (2020), “With its 

rigorous expectations and pace, higher education is rooted in compulsory able-bodiedness and 

able-mindedness... This ableist assumption is so woven into the fabric of higher education that to 

deviate from it requires documented proof” (p. 227). Consequently, the presence of ableism in 

higher education leads to cultural oppression and creates a stressful emotional environment for 

persons with disabilities. This stressful emotional environment could play a major role in the 

determination of how persons with disabilities experience higher education and struggles to 

graduate from the academy (Singer & Bacon, 2020). 

 Roberts (2019) investigates the manner at which disabled students take up or resist the 

positioning of disability in an ableist culture of higher education. Centering the discussion on a 

Canadian university, Roberts (2019) explains that at the University of British Columbia 

Okanagan, the culture which is shaped through discursive practices is grounded in a ubiquitous 

ableism that remains unnoticed and unchallenged. It is time to recognize where ableism is at 

work and challenge the practices it produces. In the study, the author uses a critical qualitative 

analysis to understand the theme of subjectivity and power dynamics involved in the way 

disabled students try to create a better experience for themselves. 

According to Roberts (2019), disabled students are not represented in the policies and 

programs of the academy and as such, this creates a vulnerable position in the discursive ableist 

culture of higher education. The author then explains that disabled students adopt several 
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strategies to creating a meaningful experience for themselves, which range from dismissing 

ableist ideas of disability to engaging in critically discursive chat in the academy. 

Similarly, Koren & Xhey Evans-El (2020) examine the effect of advocacy on ableism in 

the context of graduate school. Using duo ethnography as a research methodology for 

investigating disability and ableism in the general interaction among graduate students and 

academic staff, the authors base their analysis on a black feminist lens. 

Koren & Xhey Evans-El (2020) explains that while ableism may impact the level of 

social interaction and academic progress in higher education, disability advocacy and stories of 

personal experiences could change the dynamics. The authors then provide a discussion on how 

the use of personal stories for advocacy in an ableist culture of graduate school is improving their 

experiences as doctoral students. 

However, Aubrecht & La Monica (2017) discuss the difficult emotional process and 

embodied labour of advocacy and disability disclosure in graduate school. The authors make use 

of co-constructive autoethnographic narrative research in explaining the level of stigma and 

process of anxiety in accessing a favourable social space. The authors then provide a 

phenomenological experience of mediating factors to disability disclosure in an ableist culture of 

higher education. 

Aubrecht & La Monica (2017) highlight the hard work and layered process of disability 

disclosure in social interaction as a major challenge in managing stigmatized perspective of 

identities. According to them, “socio-spatial processes of disclosure can be an embodied form of 

extra work (e.g., managing perceptions of stigmatized identities)” (p. 1). 
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2.5   Framework of Social Model 

Several theoretical frameworks can be identified in the study relating to issues affecting 

the lives of persons with disabilities. The various theories or models provide an analytical lens 

for understanding the interaction of disabled people with the society. These theories, like the 

critical disability theory, human rights model for disabled people, the medical model and social 

model, often address specific areas in the study of persons with disabilities. Although, while 

indeed several theories exist in extant literature, the social inclusion model holds a prominent 

position due to its versatility (Berghs et al., 2016). 

Indeed, the model of social inclusion has been a major analytical framework in the field 

of Disability Studies. The model, as a centerpiece of Disability Studies, arose in opposition to the 

medical or deficit framework model of analysis. Both the medical and deficit models place 

emphasis on the inability or incapacity of an individual to perform a certain task as reasons for 

not being able to be integrated in society (Oliver & Barnes, 2010; Pfeiffer, 2002). This analytical 

framework of individual deficit places the existence or survival of persons with disabilities under 

the domain of medicine and other related professions. The point here is that there is the general 

belief that constant care is needed for disabled people to maintain a sensible or healthy living 

(Campbell, 2009).  

The model of social inclusion affirms that the institutional barriers erected by elements in 

society are largely responsible for the exclusion of disabled individuals (Novo-Corti, 2010). 

According to Goering (2015), 

Disability is commonly viewed as a problem that exists in a person’s body and requires 

medical treatment. The social model of disability, by contrast, distinguishes between 
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impairment and disability, identifying the latter as a disadvantage that stems from a lack 

of fit between a body and its social environment. (p. 134) 

The model acts as both a guideline for inclusion in the society and an analytical framework in 

analyzing the fundamental issues in the environment for disabled people (Allman, 2013). To 

Samaha (2007): 

The social model is a proposed definition of disability that is connected to human 

disadvantage. Stripped down to basics, the model moves causal responsibility for 

disadvantage from physically and mentally impaired individuals to their architectural, 

social, and economic environment. Not necessarily moral responsibility, although that 

might follow, but causal responsibility. Either way, the model is powerful within its 

domain. (p. 1255) 

In a nutshell, the social inclusion model of Disability Studies concerns itself with the regular 

problems that hinder the full participation of disabled people in the society. It interrogates the 

impact of stigma and discrimination in assessing the social order and disability (Allman, 2013; 

Hall, 2019). Thus, the problems of disabled people are situated principally as a social question 

rather than a medical one. Consequently, the social model opens itself to a multiplicity of ideas 

that could be considered as important for its analysis. These ideas are of intersecting effects and 

includes areas like institutional practice, political intensions, socio-cultural values, and economic 

orientation. 

Apparently, the multiplicity of factors in the analytical framework of social inclusion, 

underscores the flexibility of the theory to understanding issues affecting disabled people in the 

society. In other words, the social inclusion model lends credence to the analysis of intersecting 

factors that could be responsible for the inability of disabled people to participate in a particular 



  30 

 

environment (Oliver, 2013). For instance, in the area of academics, disabled people often face 

challenges relating to accessibility, as well as socio-cultural and institutional barriers. These 

intersecting factors often militate against the success of disabled people in academics (Oliver & 

Barnes, 2010). 

It is on this note that this research adopts the social model as a framework for its analysis. 

The model is useful to the study as it concerns itself with the interaction and inclusive process of 

disabled people. The work benefits from the model in many ways, including the ability to 

examine and proscribe actions for the improvement of social inclusion in an environment like the 

university campus. 

2.6   Situating Canada Within the Framework of Diversity and Inclusion in this Study  

According to Brosseau & Dewing, (2009):  

The concept of Canada as a “multicultural society” can be interpreted in different ways: 

descriptively (as a sociological fact), prescriptively (as ideology) or politically (as 

policy). As a sociological fact, multiculturalism refers to the presence of people from 

diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds. Ideologically, multiculturalism consists of a 

relatively coherent set of ideas and ideals pertaining to the celebration of Canada’s 

cultural diversity. At the policy level, multiculturalism refers to the management of 

diversity through formal initiatives in the federal, provincial, territorial and municipal 

domains. (p. 1) 

To this end, it can be identified that Canada is a country of diverse people, and this is 

recognised at both the sociological level and governmental institutions. For instance, Macklem 

(2021) states: 
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Diversity and inclusion are critical to our success as a central bank in the service of 

Canadians. They are essential for the economics profession to attract the best talent and 

foster ingenuity and innovation. And they matter for the whole economy. (p. 1) 

Indeed, the idea of inclusion and diversity in recent decades, has been considered as an 

important factor in government regulations of institutions and organizations (Garr et al., 2014). 

The key concept is to create an inclusive space for promoting a Canada that would be perceived 

as attractive to diverse talents among immigrants and overall population of the country (Nardon 

et al., 2019). Hence, the importance of promoting more inclusive Canadian sectors like in the 

area of education and health (Lei & Guo, 2022). 

2.7   Framing Nigeria within the context of socio-cultural diversity in this study 

Nigeria is a federal democratic state in Africa. It operates a presidential system of 

governance with three distinctive branches of power which are the legislative, judiciary and 

executive arms of government (Fagbadebo & Francis, 2016). The country operates a 

decentralized form of federalism with the federal government at the top of the system, followed 

by the state governments and the local government councils (Khemani, 2001). 

Nigeria is said to have the largest population in Africa. The country is a multi-ethnic 

nation with hundreds of diverse cultural groups. However, the three major ethnic groups are the 

Yorubas, the Hausa-Fulani and the Igbos (Akobo, 2016). 

The Yorubas are in the South-Western region of Nigeria. The group is largely 

homogenous in their identity, culture and history, though there exist a variety of dialects among 

the Yorubas (Forde, 2017). For instance, all members of the Yoruba ethnic group trace their 

ancestry to a common origin from the religious and traditional town of Ile-Ife, Southwest Nigeria 

(Ojo, 2007). Consequently, religion plays a major role in the daily life of the Yorubas, with 
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Christianity, Islam and traditional Yoruba religious values constituting the major means of 

worship (Ezeluomba, 2018; Forde, 2017). While the Yorubas hold a strong sense of cultural 

identity and adhere to common traditional values, the group is highly westernized in their ideas 

and educational orientation. The Yorubas are major players in general affairs and holds a 

significant political influence in Nigeria (Forde, 2017; Ojo, 2007). Although, it should be noted 

here that, while the Yorubas are significant players in Nigerian politics, the dominant political 

actors in Nigeria are the peoples of the Hausa-Fulani ethnic group of the Northern region of the 

country (Adesina, 2005). 

The Hausa-Fulani ethnic group is a political and religious bloc in the Nigerian society. 

The cultural bloc has been responsible for producing most heads of state and the only head of 

government at Nigeria’s independence from Great Britain in 1960 (Agbiboa, 2017). In the same 

vein, the Hausa-Fulani represents the largest cultural group in Nigeria. Equally, it could be 

considered as a major religious population in Nigeria, as members of the group are 

predominantly Muslims (Suberu & Osaghae, 2005). Historically, the region housed the 

political/religious domain of the Sokoto Calafate in the northern region of precolonial Nigeria 

(Bergstrom, 2002). Members of the cultural bloc predominantly reside in the northern region of 

the country today, though they could be found in most sections of Nigeria as herdsmen and 

traders of farm produce (Ezeluomba, 2018). This could be identified as a point of similarity 

between the Hausa-Fulani and the Igbos of Eastern Nigeria who are also primarily known to 

conduct their trade all over Nigeria and beyond (Meagher, 2009).  

However, the Igbos are culturally and socio-politically different from the Hausa-Fulani. 

The Igbos hold a commercial viewpoint of the world and could be found in almost every 

profession and works of life in Nigeria (Agozino & Anyanike, 2007). Members of the ethnic 
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group are predominantly Christians and practice African traditional religion (Akah, 2016). The 

Igbos are known to practice egalitarianism in their political life (Allen, 1972). Nevertheless, they 

have been largely underrepresented and marginalized at the foremost positions of leadership in 

Nigeria (Nsoedo, 2019). Similarly, the Igbos have regularly found themselves in direct rivalry 

with other ethnic groups, especially members of the northern region, which greatly contributed to 

igniting the Nigerian Civil war of 1967 (Meagher, 2009; Nsoedo, 2019). 

In any case, the Nigerian state as a geographical entity has witnessed an unstable 

sociopolitical existence as identity politics and regional tribalism has affected almost every 

aspect of the country (Adesina, 2005). Perhaps it is on this note that Suberu & Osaghae (2005) 

state that “Nigeria is usually characterized as a deeply divided state in which major political 

issues are vigorously – some would say violently – contested along the lines of the complex 

ethnic, religious, and regional divisions in the country” (p. 4). 

Apparently, this complex socio-cultural interaction in Nigeria has distorted the growth of 

most institutions in the country, especially in areas relating to the public sector and economic 

development (Adetiba & Rahim, 2012). The lack of a cohesive identity in the country among 

other things, acts as a catalyst for corruption and mismanagement of the Nigerian economy. This 

is because the lack of a common identity due to ethnicity for instance, promotes a cultural trend 

of favoritism and severely limits effort to combat corruption at the national level (Arowolo, 

2022). The high level of corruption in the Nigerian economy has negatively impacted greatly on 

institutions like the provision of quality education and employment opportunities for a very large 

section of the population, especially the youth. Hence, causing a constant level of progressive 

brain drain in the country, as most individuals of working age escape the country to find greener 
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pastures and academic opportunities in continents like Europe and North America (Uma et al., 

2019).  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

3.1   Introduction 

This study is concerned with the narrative of a personal reflection on the environment for 

disabled students at the University of Manitoba. The study made use of autoethnography for data 

presentation and analysis. Autoethnography is a qualitative system of writing that places the 

author at the forefront of a study (DeBerry-Spence, 2010). In an autoethnography, the main aim 

of the author is to recount personal stories for informing or analyzing the effect of cultures and 

institutions on individuals (Campbell, 2016). It is a style of writing that adopts autobiographic 

elements of thought processing and relies on the ethnographic research method for its analysis 

(Custer, 2014). 

In an autoethnography, the focus is on the political and social justice experienced in a 

culture or institution. This allows the author to take a critical viewpoint of a culture or institution, 

with an objective to define the role of identity, power and social construct (Jones, 2005). 

Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 

systematically analyze personal experience in order to understand cultural patterns. This 

approach challenges canonical ways of doing research and representing others and treats 

research as a political, socially-just and socially conscious act. (Ellis et al., 2010, p. 1) 

3.2   Instrument 

The adoption of autoethnography in this research provides a qualitative method for the 

researcher to clearly express the reflections on the environment and inclusive framework for 

disabled students at the University of Manitoba. The study was based on a genre of 

autoethnography called the analytic process. This version of autoethnography recognizes the 
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researcher as a member of the group being researched and promotes the use of published 

information for its analysis (Anderson, 2006; Bochner, 2014). It takes into consideration the 

psychological and socio-cultural background of the researcher, in conducting an 

autoethnographic examination (Jones et al., 2013). Consequently, in order to provide guardrails 

for preventing a torrent of misguided assumptions in the reflective process, the analytic 

autoethnography depends partly on existing theories and concepts in the subject area (Anderson, 

2017; Dauphinee, 2010). 

The analytic autoethnography provides the opportunity to reflect on factors that influence 

social constructs and discuss their effect on individuals. Thus, the use of analytic 

autoethnography, could allow for contribution to the development of social and academic 

theories, since the researcher is provided with the opportunity of juxtaposing concepts and events 

(Dauphinee, 2010; Chang, 2008). Its usefulness to this study is that it allows the researcher to 

draw from extant literature on social inclusion in discussing reflections on navigating the 

environment of the University of Manitoba as a disabled International Graduate Student. 

3.3   Advantages of the research design 

According to some researchers, the advantage of analytic autoethnographic research design 

of study are numerous as it gives the researcher a broad platform for investigating the subject 

area (Anderson, 2006; Chang, 2008; Ellis & Bochner, 2006). The advantages include: 

- Placing the researcher at the forefront of the research. The research design provides a 

huge platform for the researcher to express opinions through a process of narrative and 

self-reflection on the experience as a disabled person in the environment at the University 

of Manitoba.  
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- Providing great control of the research. The research design provides great opportunity 

for the researcher to control the process and various steps involved, thereby avoiding 

challenges relating to logistics and participant reluctance that would usually occur in 

other qualitative studies. 

- Providing thick description. The research design allows for thick description on the 

subject area due to the use of narrative as an agent of reflection. 

3.4   Limitations of the Study 

Scholars like (Mendez, 2013; Walford, 2004) point out that several limitations of 

autoethnography as a research design can be readily identified, irrespective of the 

environment or place. This includes: 

- A one-sided approach to opinions on the subject area.  The research design relies on 

the personal reflection of the researcher and as such, the tendency to have a one-sided 

analysis cannot be ruled out. However, information from extant literature and other forms 

of published works acts as important tools for preventing this. 

- Limited information. The research design allows for only the reflection of the 

researcher, (as the amount of information on the subject area was limited to the 

knowledge of the researcher). Although, this cannot be a basis for disqualifying the 

method, as information is infinite. 

- Blurry recollection. Based on the use of personal recollection in the research design, 

there is the possibility that the researcher had a blurred memory of some issues relating to 

the subject area. While this is a possibility, the researcher tries to organize the 

information properly for academic and research integrity. 



  38 

 

3.5   Research Questions and Objectives 

The major question in this study is: 

- How is the environment of the University of Manitoba inclusive of disabled 

students? 

This question provides a focus for the research to reflect on some basic issues that primarily 

affect the social inclusion of disabled students in higher education such as ableism and attitudinal 

challenges. It takes a socio-cultural lens in reflecting on the inclusive nature of the social 

environment for disabled people. Indeed, the presence of socio-cultural barriers and ableist 

attitudes towards persons with disabilities in the academy has been at the center of excluding 

disabled student from the social environment. The presence of socio-cultural barriers and 

ableism in a general sense, could lead to discriminatory practices and reluctance by students and 

members of staff to interact with disabled students. More so, socio-cultural barriers like mythical 

and incorrect descriptions of disability could influence the responsiveness and readiness to 

include disabled people in activities and participation in and outside the classroom (Brown & 

Leigh, 2020; Roberts, 2019; Sachs & Schreuer, 2011). It on this note that De-Los-Santus, 

Kupczynski & Mundy (2009) state that ”students with disabilities have not been fully welcomed 

in higher education in spite of litigation, court cases, and positive shifts in public perceptions” (p. 

16).  

From the major question in this research, two sub-areas of investigation are identified below:  

- How do current attitudes toward disability affect interactions between disabled students 

and staff members at the University of Manitoba?  

- What social barriers exist that hinder the participation of disabled students in activities at 

the University of Manitoba? 
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3.6   Main Objectives of this Research  

Primary objective: 

- Self-reflection on the inclusion of disabled students in the environment of the University 

of Manitoba. 

Secondary objectives: 

(a) Examine if there is a noticeable presence of attitudinal challenges towards disabled 

 people in interacting with students and members of staff at the University of Manitoba. 

(b) Critically reflect on the social environment of the University of Manitoba, for indications 

 of barriers in the participation of disabled students in activities. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: DISABILITY AND THE PURSUIT OF EDUCATION IN NIGERIA  

4.1   Introduction 

As a child, even before I accepted myself as disabled, I often wondered why persons with 

disabilities were considered underprivileged. This problem was evident in movies, the news and 

even discussions among people very close to me. I recall how, whenever blind individuals visited 

our neighborhood, people always saw them as beggars even when they were not. At the time, I 

knew this was not right but did not understand why it was a common belief. It was only when I 

became fully blind and started navigating the cultural territory of disability that I finally 

understood the situation. 

Apparently, the perception of disability in most societies arose from a negative social 

construct mixed with spirituality. This is as a result of the fact that the socio-cultural institutions 

of ancient societies often devalued persons with disabilities and hence, integration into the larger 

community was virtually unacceptable. In some cases, the treatment of persons with disabilities 

was biased, deplorable and ascribed to matters of divinity (Brooke & Smith, 2009; Irmo, 2017). 

It is on this note that Irmo (2017) states that “the history of treatment and attitude toward people 

with disabilities has often been marked by societal fears, intolerance, ambivalence, prejudice, 

and ignorance regarding disability” (p. 1).  

To get a sense of the origin of such treatments, one can examine the creation story of 

humans in ancient Mesopotamia. According to the mythological records found in an ancient 

cuneiform of the region, the goddess Nammu learned from the minor gods that carrying out the 

maintenance of the world was getting too difficult for them, and they could no longer continue 

with that. In this regard, Nammu discussed with the more senior God, Enki, who gave the go-

ahead to create humans for helping with worldly tasks. So, Nammu gave birth to the first human 
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with help from her assistant Goddess Ninma. However, after this achievement in the kingdom, a 

celebration to mark the birth of humans turned negative when Ninma and Enki drank excessive 

beer and got drunk. Consequently, Ninma created more humans during this period, but all the 

end creations were disabled. After such a time elapsed, Ninma declared that she had the power to 

control lives, making disabled individuals have terrible destinies. Although Enki refuted this 

claim and pronounced that he alone would have the power to control destinies, it nevertheless 

points to disabled people as the product of a drunken episode (Kagnici, 2018). Consequently, 

such stories were not uncommon in ancient societies as Mahran & Kamal (2016) for instance 

explains that “in ancient Egypt physical disabilities or body deformities were considered as 

divine attributes granted to humans by the gods” (p. 169). 

In a similar mythical story from the Yoruba people of Western Nigeria, a situation of 

intoxication from palm wine led to the creation of disabled people by the God Obatala. Obatala, 

who was charged with the duty of molding humans from clay by the universal God Olodumare, 

often got drunk due to excessive consumption of palm wine during breaks. Consequently, 

Obatala created disabled bodies like blindness and albinos due to drunkenness. While the story 

explains that he regretted this act and is today recognized as the patron of disabled people by the 

Yorubas of Western Nigeria, it is believed that another son of Olodumare, called Oduduwa, had 

to continue the process of world creation (Nyangweso, 2021). 

Considering such stories, one can understand why disability has been considered as an 

issue of spiritual matters rather than physical and biological events. It is perhaps on account of 

stories like this that records show that many ancient cultures sometimes mistreated or carried out 

infanticide on people with disabilities like among the Jukun people of the Sudanese Kingdom, 

wherein Irmo (2017) affirms that “Among the Jukun of the Sudanese Kingdom, children with 
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deformities were abandoned in caves or bushes because they were believed to be possessed by 

evil spirits” (p. 2). The mistreatment even extended to their families in some ancient cultures, as 

they were segregated from the community. This act of despair was noticeable among the Igbo-

speaking group of Eastern Nigeria. Among the Igbos, disabled children were pronounced as 

default by the Council of Elders, as they were believed to be unable to support the socio-

economic institution and lacked the ability to be educated in the age grade system. In such 

situations, those individuals were ex-communicated alongside their parents from the community 

(Eskay et al., 2012). 

This was the situation of disabled individuals in several African cultures before the 

advent of the European colonial administration and educators in the region. In the period of 

colonization, the colonial educators were faced with teaching the peoples of the region imperial 

cultural values while maintaining essential aspects of their cultures (Zachernuk, 1998). To this 

end, the European approach to disability was introduced to the peoples of the African continent 

(Eskay et al., 2012). The European model of disability was primarily based on the 

Judaic/Christian concept of charity and medical care for the invalid (Byrd, 1990; Pfeiffer, 2002). 

Little wonder why the church symbolized hope for disabled people in some African countries 

like post-colonial Nigeria and Ghana. 

Indeed, while growing up as a child with visual impairment in Nigeria, the church was 

spoken to me about as the only place where I could get help. At the time, this led me to a series 

of quiet and moody periods during my childhood, where I would often ask God why I was 

different from my peers. Though I did not consider going for what I will call “miracle shopping” 

from religious leaders and I am sure I would have been unhappy with any of my immediate 

family members who suggested that to me. 
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However, as I grew up, I gradually saw the church as the only place where I could get 

social interaction due to a segregated and very poor standard of primary/elementary education 

system for disabled people in my community. But this was not to be, as I did not get much 

comfort from the church as well, as I quickly realized that disabled people in most centres of 

worship were treated as uneducated, underprivileged and perhaps, persons who should be 

avoided. Thus, with a segregated and poor academic background and lack of acceptance in the 

church, I was faced with the self-doubt regarding whether I had a future beyond primary 

education. 

4.2   Understanding Special Education Environment in Nigeria 

It is important to understand the environment of special education in Nigeria in order to 

develop a picture of my academic background. Talking about the concept of special education 

itself, I never grasped the idea and did not appreciate being excluded from regular students 

without disabilities and taught in a segregated environment. In the school where I was educated, 

disabled students did not have the opportunity to interact with regular students as the system of 

special education during my time did not provide room for inclusive learning procedures with 

regular students. Although the school building was in a remote corner in a compound with 

children in regular classes, the management did not allow persons with disabilities to interact 

with the other students.  

 This form of special education represented an academic apartheid as persons with 

disabilities were relegated right from the primary/elementary level in the educational system. It is 

on this note that Obi (2007) in analyzing the academic environment for children with disabilities 

in special education from the early post-colonial era in Nigeria to the late 1990s, affirms that 

“Children with disabilities were never given the opportunity to interact with their peers who are 
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not disabled. In these schools, these children were isolated and educated in self-contained 

classes. These schools were considered discriminatory in approach” (p. 268). 

Additionally, these special schools create further disablement for persons with 

disabilities, as not much is done to prepare them for integrating with society (Obi, 2007). 

Furthermore, funding of educational activities by the government is often lacking. The lack of 

funding affects the availability of facilities and required teachers in the special education field. 

Schools are often without assistive devices like Braille machines and appropriate aid for teaching 

deaf/speech impaired students as well as children with intellectual disability (Adima, 1992; 

Olubukola, 2007). Eskay et al., (2012) succinctly describes the effect of low funding on special 

education in Nigeria when they state, 

Funding for special education in Nigeria limits the progress of special education. Funding 

seems to be either insufficient or not provided for the education and service delivery of 

learners with disabilities. There are constant unending debates and policy maneuvering 

among education policy makers that end up defeating any funding appropriated for 

special education. (p. 898) 

This creates a poor learning environment and procedures for children with disabilities. In most 

cases, special schools fail to meet the regular curriculum of the educational system and, as such, 

make disabled children ill-prepared for the rigour of higher education and work-life (Eskay & 

Oboegbulem, 2013; Obiakor & Offor, 2011; Olubukola, 2007). 

The situation of special education in Nigeria is not shocking, as government policies in 

the early post-colonial era paid no attention to quality education for children with disabilities 

(Obi, 2007; Obiakor & Afọláyan, 2012). The government depended on the educational facilities 
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for disabled people provided during the colonial era by acts of charity of religious organizations 

and Christian missionaries (Adima, 1992; Irokaba, 2019). 

The Christian missionaries and religious organizations were able to develop a special 

education system and later established schools in the 1950s for various disabilities. Major special 

schools established during this period were the Gandiri School for the Blind, Plateaux state, in 

1953 (by the Sudan Interior Mission); Pacelli School for the Blind and the Wesley School for the 

Deaf, Lagos, in 1962; and the Oji River Rehabilitation Centre Enugu in 1960 by the Anglican 

Church (Irokaba, 2019; Obi, 2007). 

However, children with disabilities had no exposure to social development as their 

education was conducted in secluded classrooms and often in inadequate facilities. However, this 

looked like it was changing when in 1977 the Federal Government of Nigeria dedicated a section 

of the National Policy on Education to create an inclusive experience for children with 

disabilities (Obiakor & Offor, 2011). The federal government prescribed inclusive education for 

children with disabilities where possible and encouraged schools to promote the interaction of 

disabled students (Adima, 1992). 

To this end, the period between 1980 and the 1990s saw an increase in the awareness of 

children with disabilities and special needs education in Nigeria. It also saw the creation of 

resource rooms for children with disabilities in secondary schools (high schools) for the 

integration and learning procedures (Obi, 2007; Shown, 1983). The idea of the resource room 

was to ensure that disabled students had a place equipped with special facilities outside the 

regular classrooms and special education teachers who could help in areas of difficulty (Shown, 

1983). Although, trends in Nigerian educational system have not ensured that disabled students 

enjoy such policies in the country. According to Eskay et al. (2012), “Nigerians have not 
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benefited from special education programs, as outlined by Section 8 of the Nigerian NPE 

(National Policy on Education)” (p. 898). In the same vein, in a study conducted by Oluremi & 

Olubukola (2013), “results showed that essential facilities and materials like hand railings, 

hearing aids, Braille, instructional materials, and lower toilets were not available, although the 

few that were available (typewriters, resource rooms, wheelchairs) were in poor condition” (p. 

159). 

4.3   My Journey in the Pursuit of Education as a Child with Disability 

I was told that on April 7, 1991, I began my life as a child with a disability on planet 

Earth. According to my mom, when she saw that my eyes had a physical deformity, she asked 

the medical officials what could be done. In their opinion at the time, the only solution was to fly 

the child abroad for medical treatment and perhaps to provide me with quality education. 

However, about a year into my birth, my mom attended a women’s prayer meeting with me 

placed at her back. While the crowd was probably shouting and waving their hands in praise in 

that meeting, she said I joined in the waving of hands while at her back. This act could be what 

many people might consider as a miracle because the general medical opinion at the time was 

that I would never have any significant sight. 

While still having a significant vision, this empowered and enabled my parents to enroll 

me in the regular school when I became of age to attend. Nevertheless, this would soon prove 

impracticable, as I could not benefit from the regular way of teaching. While I indeed had 

significant sight and could move around on my own, watch the television when I got very close 

to the screen and even engage in sporting activities, I had a very low vision. This issue meant 

that I could not read printed or handwritten materials. Consequently, I could not see the 
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blackboard for teaching in front of the classroom. To this end, many teachers were bewildered on 

how to get me to understand what was being taught. 

At this time, I was attending the best school in my community, so there was the general 

opinion that if I could not be taught there, it was impossible to learn elsewhere. Nevertheless, I 

had a great social life with my classmates in regular school as a child. I was treated like I was 

part of the class, and my classmates did not consider me different from them. This extraordinary 

moment was because I started with them in the same arm at the kindergarten (KG) level from a 

young age. So, as we graduated from KG1 through KG3 and then primary 1 (which was the level 

I stopped at the regular school), they did not see anything different. However, students outside 

my class or arm mocked my deformed eyes, and some even threatened to beat me up. While my 

class teachers were very supportive, some teachers from other classes will support the children 

when I report the issue to them. I remember one boy who often called me “Otutu Calabar” 

concerning my deformed eyes, which meant a masquerade with an evil spirit. He would often do 

this and run to his teacher, who in return would be very aggressive towards me and make fun of 

my eyes as well. At this point, I was not scared of getting into a fight with him because I was 

huge and thought about myself as powerful, but I have had great control of my temper since 

childhood and knew my parents would not be happy. Unfortunately for him, he called me that 

name in front of my classmates and to my horror, they all attacked him like a mass of bees, and I 

never saw him in the school after that incident. 

While I had excellent social support and a sense of comradeship from members of my 

class, my academic development was suffering. This concern worried my family members, and 

my immediate elder sister took it upon herself to increase her efforts to help out with academic 

work. Although we progressed in areas like simple arithmetic and very basic spellings, many 
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difficulties were encountered in complex reading and mathematics. When I failed my primary 

examinations, and my parents were informed that I could no longer move forward in my current 

school, something had to change. 

 That day, the entire family had a discussion, and my parents informed me that I would be 

going to a special school in the next academic term. The word ‘special school’ was new to me 

and my siblings, so my mom tried explaining it to us.  I was excited to head to this new school 

and see how special it was. 

4.4   Moving from Regular School to Special Education 

The next academic term was approaching, and when it did, I was up and ready to see my 

new school. However, while my previous school was within the University quarters and a five-

minute drive from where we lived, the new school was in the central part of town and far away. 

As my mom took me to my new school, I quickly realized on our way that it was surrounded by 

impoverished homes and bad roads. This observation did not fail to get my spirits very down, as 

I wondered what kind of school existed there. But when we entered the school compound, and I 

saw a lot of children running around, a broad smile returned to my face, only for it to quickly 

dissipate as I saw that the special school was in a different place. The special school was in a 

remote corner of the compound, and children with disabilities could not interact with students 

from other schools due to rules. At this time, my feelings were a mixture of despondence and 

sadness, and the only thing I can remember of my first day was that my mom was talking to the 

headmistress, and she started crying. To this point, I do not know if she was crying as a result of 

my disability or because I was attending a special school. 

I quickly adjusted to the School for the Blind, which was the name of my primary school, 

and was happy about the treatment I got from the teachers and fellow students. I must point out 
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that I was a new kind of special student in the school because most of the students were mainly 

from poor and less educated homes. Added to this, most of the students could only communicate 

in Pidgin English. On the other hand, I could converse in perfect English due to the previous 

education I got from interacting with a lot of children with more advantageous background in my 

previous school and living within the staff quarters of a university community as well. These 

traits made a teacher secretly tell me that I should not go close to the students, so as not to distort 

my perfect English. Although on a lighter note, I agree with the teacher’s views to an extent, 

because I went into the school with a good knowledge and command of the English language and 

graduated five years later struggling to communicate. 

Similarly, it also came to my attention that during my graduation year, I could not point 

to a great area of academic importance, as I could not read or write Braille during my graduation 

year. This was as a result of the fact that the school for the blind was understaffed and lacked 

funding for facilities like Braille papers, Braille machines, tape recorders, textbooks, and 

mobility or sporting equipment. Though it was a government owned school, the teachers often 

told us how not many resources were allocated for improving the education of the students. 

Consequently, I remember how it was difficult to read textbooks in Braille because the school 

did not have them to teach us. 

4.5   Graduation and Introduction to Inclusive Education 

I graduated from the school for the blind five years after making the sad journey from a 

regular school.  At this time, I was ready to see what the secondary school had for me. Secondary 

school was considered as inclusive since classes were held with regular students. I could not wait 

to be part of a larger community of students once again. Indeed, when I resumed secondary 

school, I found a lot of students, and it was interesting to be part of a larger community in 
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conjunction with disabled peers as well. Socially, this was more of a balance than what I 

experienced at the primary school for the blind. 

I had the opportunity to make good friends and connect with people. However, just like 

the primary school for the blind, this one was also understaffed and lacked funding for essential 

facilities in the special education area. The school itself was also a substandard public-school 

facility that lacked funding from the government. To make up for the lack of opportunities for 

disabled students under this difficult environment, the special teachers encouraged regular 

students to help their peers with disabilities in completing academic work at the resource centre 

and with mobility as well. 

Typically, the resource centre or resource room, as it was called, is expected to have 

essential facilities like Braille papers, tape recorders and Braille machines. It had none of those 

and did not have required facilities like bathrooms for daily activities. Under these hostile 

conditions, learning was virtually impossible, and the environment was not conducive for 

disabled students. 

My situation of being unable to read and write in Braille continued. The only way I learnt 

anything at school was from friends who helped explain class activities. This commitment to 

helping me often made them miss some important activities themselves. Hence, regular teachers 

complained about regular students helping their disabled colleagues. I also got assistance from 

my cousin at home, but as she was in a different school, this became difficult for her to help with 

explanations. 

As a result of the above issues, I transferred to one of the best schools in Nigeria, King’s 

College in Lagos, at the middle of my secondary school years. King’s College was the dream of 

most Nigerian parents, and my parents were very proud when I made the transfer.  However, the 
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school had a boarding facility, and I was unprepared for that. Secondly, I discovered that the 

facilities for disabled students were significantly worse than the school in my local community. 

To that end, and to the disappointment of my parents, I moved back home. Consequently, I 

began my self-styled preparation for the university examinations in Nigeria and got Braille 

textbooks from Lagos. It is important to point out that Lagos is Nigeria’s most recognized city 

and commercial capital. As a disabled student during my time, you had to travel to Lagos if you 

wanted any material or computer lessons, and my city was five hours away. 

I realized that the onus was on me to get across the stage of high school. Hence, my 

cousin, friends and I did everything within our power to ensure that we passed the university 

examinations. This study plan was quite effective, as we subsequently gained admission into the 

university, and the King’s College fiasco was soon forgotten. Nevertheless, the university 

became a different story for me, as I was ill-prepared academically and not ready for the 

attitudinal snobbery from my fellow students. 

4.6   Conclusion 

This chapter provides an educational background of the researcher from elementary/ 

primary school to the secondary or high school level. It creates a context for understanding the 

situation of special education in Nigeria. According to the researcher, special education was a 

form of segregated learning, and academic or social progress was quite slow when compared to 

regular schools. Added to this, the system of special education did not get required funding from 

the government and as such, lacked vital facilities like Braille machines and teaching staff. 

In the case of the researcher, the introduction to special education was as a result of not 

being able to benefit from the regular educational system. This was because, although the 

researcher had a significant level of sight from birth, the vision was very low for reading printed 
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or handwritten materials and the teachers in the regular school had no way of managing this at 

the time. 

In the final analysis, I conclude that special education in Nigeria did not do much to 

improve my academic development. In hindsight, I think it would have been better if I continued 

in my first school and maybe went for lessons on how to read braille in the special school. This 

perhaps would have provided me with the opportunity to grow with the regular students and 

allow for a more socially inclusive education in my childhood.  

 

  



  53 

 

CHAPTER FIVE: ABLEISM AND MY EXPERIENCE IN NIGERIAN UNIVERSITIES 

“We don’t have the facilities for disabled students, so we cannot admit you” (personal 

experience, 2015). 

5.1   Introduction 

According to Brown & Leigh (2020), 

ableism is described as a network of beliefs, process and practices that produces a kind of 

self and body (corporeal standard) that is projected as perfect, species-typical and 

therefore essential and fully human. Disability is then cast as a diminished state of being 

human. (p. 5) 

To understand the effect of ableism, Kattari (2015) succinctly points out:  

In most societies, some social identity groups hold a disproportionate amount of social, 

cultural, and economic power, while other groups hold little. In contemporary U.S. 

society, examples of this power are evident around issues of ability/disability, with able-

bodied individuals wielding social dominance and people with disabilities experiencing a 

lack of social, cultural, and economic power. (p. 375) 

This general overview of ableism unfortunately extends to the premises of academics, 

wherein disabled people are considered somewhat inferior in comparison to their colleagues in 

areas like intellectual capacity and work output (Brown & Leigh, 2020). Consequently, ableism 

in the academy leaves disabled people with more challenges to overcome than their peers 

without disabilities; it emphasizes the inabilities of disabled persons to function in the system, 

which often leads to a total disregard of their aspirations and self-determination (Kattari, 2015). 

It is on this note that Brown (2020) states, 



  54 

 

Although post-secondary educational institutions have been mandated by law to 

accommodate, the issue of students with disabilities receiving accommodation remains 

problematic. One factor that is relevant, but often overlooked, is how power functions in 

the process of seeking and receiving accommodation. (p. 5) 

Thus, disabled people must confront discriminatory and attitudinal challenges that might be 

detrimental to their overall well-being (Singer & Bacon, 2020). 

However, ableism is not just based on attitudinal issues towards disabled people, but a 

complex relationship that reflects fundamental philosophical thoughts combined with politics 

and power (Hall, 2019). This means that ableism is usually a result of perceived negative notions 

of disabled people as inferior and desires to dominate them (Hall, 2019). Clifton (2020) affirms 

very clearly that “Ableism is another reference to power and its attendant violence, the hierarchy 

of the abled over and against the disabled” (p. 14). Although while some events may represent 

mild to moderate ableist behaviour, they may not be the desired outcome of the actor. This issue 

is common in situations where disabled people are subjected to unsolicited or unwanted pity 

from others (Singer & Bacon, 2020). It is on this note that Clifton (2020) discusses the effect of 

paternalism on persons with disabilities as a source of oppression and promotion of ableism: 

Paternalism is the assumption that people with disabilities… need to be healed, cared for, 

supported, or managed for their own good—despite their individual will—and even 

though their present plight may itself be a product of violent intervention and control. 

(Clifton, 2020, p. 5) 

This level of intervention (and in my opinion manipulation) in the lives of disabled people could 

possibly take the power away from persons with disabilities to make decisions and engage in 

healthy self-determination. In explaining how paternalism which could be regarded as a form of 
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ableism could be manipulative, Clifton (2020) points out that “‘Paternalism is often subtle in that 

it casts the oppressor as benign, as protector,’ and enables people in power to express sincere 

sympathy for people with disability while keeping them socially and economically subordinate” 

(p. 5). 

Apparently, ableism could be intentional, systematic or directed to prevent the 

participation, integration and satisfaction of disabled people in mainstream activities (Kattari, 

2015). It can be likened to racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination based on 

internalized ideas (Overboe, 2007). 

 While disabled people are subjected to ableist environments and activities around the 

world, the effect of ableism has not been extensively explored as a concept (Brown & Leigh, 

2020; Singer & Bacon, 2020; Nario-Redmond, 2019). Campbell (2008) succinctly provides an 

insight into the impact of ableism in Australia as the author states that:  

There are few opportunities to find a sanctuary for healing/shelter from the forces of 

ableism [explaining, for instance, that] in Australia, there is an awareness that many of 

our disability rights movement leaders are suffering ‘burn-out’ have had emotional 

collapses or just moved on to cope with the realities of living in a hostile world (p. 156) 

It is clear from the above statement that ableism is affecting the disability community greatly, 

and disabled individuals are sometimes powerless to stop it. This is not helped by the fact that 

disabled people in most countries are found amongst the poorest and live on the edges of society. 

This diminishes their strength to fight against all ableist oppression, as disabled people are often 

invisible in the society and simply do not have the resources to deal with it alone (Campbell, 

2019; Tarvainen, 2019). In developing countries, disabled people still experience ableist trends 

in public institutions due to the lack of laws and recognition of persons with disabilities by 
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governments (Harpur, 2013). In Nigeria, disabled people are largely unemployed, socially 

oppressed and face numerous unfair practices as discussed by Etieyibo & Omiegbe (2016): 

 Many of these practices are exclusionary in nature and unfair. They are either embedded 

in or sustained by religion, culture and beliefs about disability... Given the unfairness and 

wrongness of these practices they ought to be deplored. Moreover, the Nigerian 

government needs to push through legislation that targets cultural and religious practices 

which are discriminatory against persons with disabilities as well as undertake effective 

and appropriate measures aimed at protecting and advancing the interests of persons with 

disabilities. (p. 192)  

The negative situation of disabled people in the country has prompted the government to create a 

national disability law. This, hopefully, will protect and enhance the living situation of disabled 

people in Nigeria (Oduwole, 2019). 

In my experience, I discovered that even educated individuals who should act against 

ableism and other forms of the negative display towards disabled people instead promoted the 

trend in educational institutions and religious communities like churches. For example, many 

avoid conversation with disabled people in religious institutions. This was also noticeable in 

universities; wherein disabled students are often discriminated against of which I got my own 

share of the treatment. Muftahu & Razak (2020) states that this level of discrimination or ableism 

in Nigerian universities, is caused by “no clear policy in the Nigerian higher education system 

for inclusive education” (p. 254). Disabled people are often unrecognized and face serious 

challenges as a result of the disadvantaged system that promotes discrimination and ableist 

trends (Monday & Mogom, 2016). 
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5.2   Appraising the Nigerian University Environment 

My folks often say that if you can survive and graduate from the Nigerian University, 

then you can survive anywhere. While this is not a factual statement, there is some element of 

encouragement to life situations in it. The major point here is that Nigerian Universities are often 

devoid of environmental conditions like good library facilities and a non-violent space required 

for an academic setting and also tend to be too harsh for comfortable learning. For instance, in a 

study by Ojogwu & Aluto (2009) on the University of Benin “The result of the analyses showed 

that the learning environment was very much below standard” (Ojogwu & Aluto, 2009, p. 69). 

Although, I grew up in a university environment, I got a lot of information about the university 

before obtaining the status of a student myself. My information that I was able to gather included 

the politics of the school, how to conduct yourself in lectures and interaction with lecturers. I 

often listened to stories of the dealings of gangs and rival gangs, which, I must say, usually 

caused anxiety in the school community. I got to know about the attitude of lecturers towards 

students, which I think was sometimes talked about like stories of Gods and their subjects. I 

knew about the politics in the university environment and often found the outcome very exciting. 

I met many people from various parts of Nigeria in my younger days. However, this did not 

prepare me for the crisis I was to face in my personal experience as a university student. 

“Some of the crises noticeable in Nigerian universities include financial crisis, 

deteriorated infrastructure, brain-drain syndrome…. volatile and militant student unionism, 

secret cults and sexual harassment” (Ekundayo & Ajayi, 2009, p. 342). This disrupts the 

academic growth of students and reduces the level of social interaction in the university 

community. For instance, the issue of secret cults often divides the student body, as rival gangs, 

in most cases, are unable to interact with one another. This is more so in situations where there 
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are some levels of tension between the major gangs, which is almost always present. 

Consequently, some prominent gangs within Nigerian campuses are the Eiye Confraternity (Air 

Lords) Pirates (Sea Dogs), Neo-Black Movement of Africa (Black Axe Confraternity) and the 

Supreme Buccaneers (Aluede & Oniyama, 2009; Popoola & Alao, 2006). These confraternities 

are known to have or still cause chaos on Nigerian campuses through rivalry over territories, 

social conflicts and general ideological differences (Aluede & Oniyama, 2009) To this end, 

Aluede & Oniyama (2009) discuss the impact as they state, 

Cultism has remained a problem for tertiary institutions in Nigeria and the larger 

Nigerian society since the first decade of the existence of university education in Nigeria. 

It has been worrisome to have children on campuses and several measures had been 

adopted to curb cultism. (p. 3) 

Thus, creating a social environment that is generally toxic for non-members of rival gangs or 

secret cults to navigate. This is as actions of secret cults could be violent, vindictive and often 

lead to murder (Popoola & Alao, 2006). In the same vein, the actions of secret cults could disrupt 

campus activities and endanger the lives of the student population (Popoola & Alao, 2006). 

Apparently, the activities of secret cults in the social environment of most Nigerian 

universities could present an unhealthy challenge for students to successfully interact with one 

another and concentrate on their academic work as well. This is coupled with the somewhat 

infrequent activities of militant student unionism, which could end up being violent at times 

(Odion-Akhaine, 2009). Oluwole & Ige (2021) provide a brief history of student unionism in 

Nigeria:  

The pioneers of student struggle (ALUTA) at its inception were highly militant, 

resourceful, and committed to the struggle. The era was characterized by militance, 
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selflessness, diplomacy, and violent but objective action. Subsequently, the era led to the 

emergence of national leaders; the majority of whom were radical and were also 

ideological in thought perception and action. (p. 26) 

The issue of militant or forceful unionism on campuses is to promote the rights of the 

student population and call for the development of infrastructures within universities (Odion-

Akhaine, 2009). In the case of infrastructure, most Nigerian universities lack facilities like good 

roads, well-functioning lecture rooms and suitable hostel accommodations. The problem of 

accommodation is a major issue as students live in conditions that are not academically friendly. 

Students are faced with the problem of lack of running water in bathrooms and added to this, 

students learn in spaces that are without electricity or power for light and cooling systems 

(Subair et al., 2012). Little wonder why most Nigerian students suffer from frustration and 

fatigue (Subair et al., 2012). 

The issue of fatigue is unfortunately caused by a lot of factors, including corrupt practices 

and negative mode of interaction by some professors to students (Atanda, 2019; Nwachukwu, 

2021). To this end, Idaka & Joshua (2009) discuss the situation of lecturers’ attitude to students 

in Nigerian universities and affirm that “possible ways of checkmating the educational activities 

of Nigerian lecturers and their impacts on the students have to be sorted for; ways of upgrading 

and improving on the quality” (p. 470).  

 It is in these hostile and harsh conditions that most students with disabilities must study 

in Nigerian universities. This leaves disabled students open to ableism and negligence within the 

academic community. In most cases, the governing body of the school may be without any 

information that they have disabled students on campus (Monday & Mogom, 2016). To this end, 

I think it is important to point out that I often faced situations whereby the authority of the 
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university had no recognition of my presence, and I was always scarred after being rejected by 

professors and students who were unaware of my enrollment. 

5.3   My Experience in Nigerian Universities 

I will start my narration with this personal illustration that no matter how close you live 

to the river, it cannot prepare you for the actual experience of swimming. 

 I have written this illustration to capture my experience as a disabled student at two 

universities in Nigeria. Prior to becoming a student, I was confident that living close to the 

academic community gave me the opportunity to gather vital information for my university days. 

However, I also had fears of attitudinal issues and problems with academic integration. Though I 

felt I knew a lot about the academic community, I did not consider myself capable of studying at 

the university. I felt my academic background was not good enough for the rigour and intensity 

of studying in higher education. Also, my fears stemmed from the high level of disregard shown 

to disabled students by some lecturers and students. I quickly realized that disabled students were 

not socially part of the university community, and people easily took them for beggars or visitors 

to the university. Unfortunately for me, this played into my psyche and made me unsure of 

myself throughout my university days. 

I will begin my story from my first day at university. When I was admitted to university, 

my major problem was academic integration and anxiety over social inclusion. Consequently, 

when I went into the class with a Braille machine my mom got for me, people started 

whispering, and everyone became silent. I knew this was not a good thing as it meant surprise 

and questions over my presence. I tried to keep a straight face, but I was crying inside. In 

addition, people talked about me like I was not there and made remarks that were totally 
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appalling, like “What is he doing here?” “How is he going to learn?” “Perhaps lecturers will help 

him.” 

 This began my experience of ableism at university. Many students did not consider me 

worthy of attending lectures or even participating in in-class activities. In my undergraduate 

program, the general view was that I could not make it to the next level unless professors gave 

me a passing grade without my efforts to achieve it. This was unfortunate, as I think I worked for 

my grades and accepted whatever I got and not what they gave me. The idea of ableism was so 

deeply rooted in the minds of students that, on one occasion, when a professor asked me a 

question in class, a girl said, “Does the lecturer not know that he should not ask the boy any 

question?” The irony about this was that, when I got a very good grade in some instances, the 

view changed, and it became: “Disabled people don’t do anything with their time and can easily 

pass exams.” Consequently, I was treated like I was not a member of the class and people often 

avoided me. At this point, I had a friend from secondary school who was my classmate in the 

university. We attended classes together, but people saw him as a paid support worker who 

perhaps was doing the job as a way of making extra money. Thus, they did not see any reason to 

interact with me because they were not paid to do so. The only few that interacted with me did so 

out of pity or a way to satisfy their curiosity. In cases when my friend could not make it to class, 

no one even recognized I was there or tried to assist in any way. 

I was not invited to parties in my class or even student programs within the university. 

No one saw any reason to talk to me, and I was practically isolated. This problem was not helped 

by inaccessible buildings, and I had to stay in school all day to attend lectures. To this end, I 

could not get refreshments and could not use the bathroom when I needed to do so. 
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Concerning the bathroom, it became difficult for me as I had to go without food the 

whole day, so I did not encounter situations whereby I might have to use the facility. I believe 

this has caused more damage than I ever thought, as health issues arose from this daily practice. 

Indeed, trying to cope with stress and other educational-related issues led me to unhealthy living 

and caused health concerns. For instance, I felt the only way I could be friends with people in my 

university was to engage in the act of drinking. Consequently, I unfortunately went into the habit 

of drinking with friends regularly at a young age, which only made me less prepared for other 

major issues. Although I did not get the desired effect, it allowed me into the social circle with 

the other guys in my class and maybe the university community. Nevertheless, I had significant 

limitations, as members of gangs would not interact with me if I talked with someone from a 

rival group to theirs.  

This lack of communication became a major problem for me, as I felt I needed inclusion 

and assistance from everyone and not just a few individuals. Funnily enough, I did not 

understand why I had such complexities. It was after I left the university that I realized that 

cultism had some part to play in the level of inclusion and help I received in university. 

Most students still saw me as that disabled boy in the class. This was obvious when they 

decided to hold class meetings and I did not get invited to attend. On the other hand, some 

professors were not sympathetic either, as they avoided the responsibility of providing required 

services to a disabled student in their class. I remember a situation when I needed to write an 

exam, but the professor instructed his secretary to send me away. In another situation, a professor 

was unsympathetic by screaming at me before exams and denying me the right to have extra 

minutes when I felt it was necessary. Although, it should be noted here that a lot of lecturers 
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were also helpful and went out of their way to provide explanations when I needed it and did not 

fail to assist with accessibility issues. 

The issue of accessibility was very complicated as the school had no recognized form of 

support for disabled students. Obtaining accessible support in school activities relied on the 

discretion of the professor. This created a lot of challenges for me, as it was difficult to convince 

individual professors on my accessible needs, as some felt it was a way to get ahead of my 

classmates. 

Similarly, it was extremely difficult to read academic materials as textbooks and articles 

were not accessible. To this end, friends and family members had to help out with recording 

academic materials. I remember how everyone engaged in a division of labour in order to make 

my academic materials available for an exam that looked very difficult for me. However, this 

improved a bit when I started using the computer, as I had access to more academic materials. 

But the fact that I had to scan my materials made this option quite difficult. Not everyone could 

help with this, as the process was rather cumbersome to create an accessible format for my 

JAWS screen reader. 

In summary, my undergraduate studies were characterized by naivety, anxiety and 

depression. I only graduated because of the help I got from friends outside the classroom, family 

members and a few professors. Not even my strategy of social drinking could get me the 

required inclusion I needed in the university. Added to this, I could not talk to people as I was 

very shy during my early 20s, and this did not help my situation for gaining recognition in social 

and classroom activities. 
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In the quest for more knowledge and social inclusion, I headed in a different direction for 

my graduate studies in Nigeria. I felt it would give me a better experience and I intended to erase 

the memory of my undergraduate studies. 

5.4   The Journey to Western Nigeria for More Inclusive Studies 

After my undergraduate experience, I decided to head to the western part of Nigeria for 

an inclusive study in arguably one of the best universities in the country, Obafemi Awolowo 

University. Generally, it is a recognized fact that the Yorubas are very inclusive and pay much 

attention to accessibility in society (Fagunwa, 2017). In fact, I have had a lot of friends from the 

Yoruba community that have displayed great awareness of social inclusion, willingness to help 

and desire to learn about the factors affecting the lives of people with disabilities. Thus, I was 

excited to study in a more inclusive environment in Western Nigeria. 

To this end, two years after I finished my undergraduate studies, I stood up one beautiful 

morning to leave for Western Nigeria on my own. I felt it was time to be independent, as I 

depended on the assistance of friends prior to this. When I arrived in my new environment for 

the first time, I was not disappointed, as it had everything I wanted. The transportation was good 

as they still made use of the motorcycle system. The motorcycle is a very accessible system of 

transportation for blind or visually impaired people in Nigeria as it is affordable and easy to get. 

You can easily get a motorcycle, right from your doorstep. Hence, I was extremely happy that 

the city of Ile-Ife allowed this system, since most Nigerian cities have abolished this mode of 

transportation in their jurisdiction. 

However, my dreamlike state began to fade out when I started the process of admission 

into the university. First, I was told by a professor, “We don’t have the facilities for disabled 

students, so we cannot admit you.” As if that was not enough, another professor simply asked me 
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in another instance, “Why do you want to do a masters? Are there jobs for you [disabled] 

people?” At this point, the memory of my days at the undergraduate level returned to me, and I 

got scared. 

Apparently, it became clear to me that ableism, or discrimination against persons with 

disabilities, was not a regional issue, but deeply rooted in the cultural values of a lot of Nigerian 

communities. Nevertheless, my classmates in the city of Ile-Ife were more inclusive and went out 

of their way to help in my academic progress. This was quite different from my days at the 

undergraduate level where my friendship with my classmates was somewhat limited. Indeed, my 

classmates provided accessibility support and even helped with educational materials when I 

needed them. Perhaps, this could be attributed to the level of maturity of the students in the 

graduate program. 

In any case, my fears and anxieties could not go away as the level of discrimination in the 

admission process was so high that professors began to avoid the subject of admitting me. 

According to what I heard, it was only when a top professor in the school spoke in my favour 

that I was able to gain admission into the program of my choice. Hence, I was considered 

unworthy to be there right from the start. After all, this is the Great Ife, one of the best 

universities in Nigeria, so their students must be part of the elite group, and disabled people are 

seemingly not considered as one. 

The lack of acceptance into the university continued right into my program as some 

professors maintained that a master’s program was not meant for persons with disabilities. At 

first, I did not allow that to affect me, as a lot of professors were also very helpful and very 

instrumental to my graduation from the university. But gradually it began to eat into my 

emotions and create chaos in my personal life. Consequently, I was told that as a person with a 
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disability, I would not graduate because it will be impossible to pass my exams and conduct 

research as well. This was very problematic for me because when I heard stuff like this during 

my undergraduate program, I felt it came from students alone. To hear this from professors – it 

was not easy to take. It got to the point that I had tears coming from my eyes in an exam, as the 

professor said he was not going to read my questions for me. It was only when a fellow student 

took a break from writing his exam and helped with the question paper that I was able to 

participate in that examination. 

This level of distress was also present in the university residences for students. When I 

got to the residence, I discovered that it was not accessible, and the staff made it clear that I 

could not live there. On the other hand, I was determined to live there and decided to get a room. 

Consequently, the living arrangement was a disaster as I had to depend on people to get water 

from the reservoir, make use of the bathroom, and get food and navigate the hostile environment. 

This was coupled with issue that the staff did not want me there and were not concerned about 

my well-being. Although I eventually moved out of the residence, I began to experience some 

emotional troubles during my time in Ile-Ife. 

My experience in Ile-Ife was not what I thought it would turn out to be. I was almost 

destroyed emotionally and my abilities for doing things began to slip away from me. Secondly, 

the period I spent there did not yield much academic gain of becoming a researcher and a career 

diplomat as issues with some professors and questions about my academic abilities were always 

somewhere around the corner. 

It was on this note that I began to search for ways to improve social inclusion for persons 

with disabilities in society. I decided to pursue a degree in Disability Studies in a Western 
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country. At this point, I felt I would gain more knowledge on social inclusion and ways for 

eliminating ableism or discrimination towards persons with disabilities. 

5.5   Conclusion 

This chapter discusses the campus environment in Nigerian universities and highlights 

the presence of ableism. Using the experiences of the researcher from two major universities, it 

explains that the life of a disabled student is extremely emotionally stressful and filled with a lot 

of academic and social obstacles for persons with disabilities. 

The researcher indicates that at the undergraduate level, social isolation and ableism from 

students and a few professors made the period filled with moments of anxiety, depression and a 

display of naivety by the researcher. The lack of disability support by the university left 

accessibility matters to the discretion of individual professors, and obtaining accessible materials 

was only made possible by friends and family members. 

 However, while the researcher gained more independence at the graduate level, ableism 

from professors and members of staff in the university residence also produced a period of 

emotional distress. The researcher had to cope with pressures from professors to quit the 

program and even faced hostility from a professor who refused to conduct an exam due to 

request for an accessible procedure. 

In the final analysis, ableism makes the academy very uninteresting for disabled people. 

This is as a result of the fact that the academy becomes a place of anxiety and in my view, the 

unrecognized status of disabled people in most Nigerian institutions makes ableism more 

problematic to address. This is because disabled students are often without any official support 

from the authority and most universities in Nigeria usually do not have an established centre for 

accommodation. 
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In this way, disabled people, in most cases, lack the social and academic gains of 

attending a centre of higher education. This is as a result of disabled students not having full 

access to academic materials and being unrecognized in the social environment. This leaves open 

the possibility of disabled people to be oppressed, abused and forced out of the academic 

institution. 
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CHAPTER SIX: “A JOURNEY TO SOCIAL INCLUSION, OR SO I THOUGHT” 

6.1   Introduction 

In my community, the talk generally was Canada. I remember my mom telling me that 

Canada might be the best place for me to have another graduate degree and learn the 

fundamentals of social inclusion. As a disabled person, I was thrilled by the stories I heard about 

the level of tolerance in the Canadian society and really got interested in travelling to Canada. I 

heard a lot of comments about how the educational system is very accommodating for disabled 

people and when qualified, persons with disabilities are usually considered for job opportunities 

before regular applicants. However, surprises about the presence of ableism and racism have 

perhaps made me question the real state of the Canadian society. I have experienced subtle racist 

behaviour by a few Canadian students and have witnessed an active form of discrimination based 

on ableism at the University of Manitoba and generally in Winnipeg. Coupled with this is the 

impact of culture shock in trying to get used to the Canadian society, which has limited my 

ability to feel comfortable in everyday activities in Canada. As described by Irwin (2007), 

“culture shock is the depression and anxiety experienced by many people when they travel or 

move to a new social and cultural setting” (para. 1). 

However, it is not unusual for people to have culture shock in a new community or 

country, as Winkelman (1994) notes that “Multicultural domestic and international relations 

create cultural shock for both immigrant and resident groups” (p. 121). As people travel from 

one place to another, there is the tendency to experience new ideas, behaviours and social values. 

This is not problematic as it often brings about a period of honeymoon or romanticism in the life 

experience of a new visitor to a culture (Demes & Geeraert, 2015). The honeymoon period is 

filled with the appreciation of new food, dreamlike experience of a new environment and the 
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excitement that comes with making new friends. This is often the case with students in colleges, 

whereby the culture or environment is exciting, filled with fun and open to great opportunities. 

Consequently, it is likely to be more intense for international students in universities, as the 

experience of a new country creates the feeling of achievement and awe (Schartner & Young, 

2015). However, Newsome & Cooper (2016) explain that this period of honeymoon is likely to 

lead to a culture shock, as students gradually grow into the system; “the students’ personal 

journeys are traced through a three-stage process that moves from (1) high initial expectations, 

through (2) culture shock, to (3) various eventual patterns of accommodation” (p. 196). 

Indeed, I still remember how in my early days in Canada, like most international students   

talked about the excitement of being in a new country and the endless opportunities for them. In 

my experience I will say there is the appreciation of the environment and the civility of the 

country and its people.  After all, Canada is often regarded as the haven of the first world. 

However, a few weeks or months after being in Canada, this safe haven perception begins to 

wear off. International students are introduced to issues like systemic discrimination in some 

aspect of the Canadian society like the labour market and racist attitudes by individuals in social 

interaction (Bartosik, 2017). Coupled with this is the general discussion of the history of the 

flawed relationship between European settlers and indigenous peoples of the land. This 

institutionalized mistreatment of indigenous peoples by European colonialists in Canada is 

considered as a very ugly past of the country and affects a lot of indigenous peoples in areas like 

academic growth (Gallop & Bastien, 2016). Although, this is not to suggest that Canada is not 

amongst the world’s most developed nations, but to highlight the fact that there is the possibility 

of international students to set their expectations over and above reality (Calder et al., 2016). 
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 At this point, it is important to understand the romanticism that many people hold about 

coming to Canada, especially those from third world nations in Africa and Asia. According to a 

documentary on the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (2018), most migrants believe in the 

Canadian dream that once they come into Canada, their problems are solved and as such, they 

will do anything to get to the country. Consequently, the Canadian dream is an idealistic state of 

mind that constitutes Canada as a land without stress, socio-economic problems and cultural 

biases (Al-Haque, 2019).  

There is a general perception amongst actual and prospective migrants that Canada offers 

a good quality of life and good health care services (78%); Canada is a very safe country 

to live in (74%); there’s respects for human rights and dignity (73%); and Canada is a 

place where Nigerians and other immigrants can easily integrate into the society (71%). 

(African Polling Institute, 2020, Key findings section, para. 4) 

As an international student from Nigeria, I fully identify with this opinion and affirm that 

such views influenced my decision to study in Canada. Consequently, just like most international 

students, it is not uncommon to search the internet for comments on a potential destination and 

seek for opinions from others within your environment. However, the danger to this is not that 

the opinions are false, but lies in the fact that they are often overly exaggerated (Tomlinson, 

2019).  In an analysis provided by Green (2018), the study points out that international students 

in Canada are up against several barriers relating to employment, connecting with domestic 

colleagues and social inclusion, as well as difficulties accessing required support in multiple 

areas. A report from Ryerson University states that “the complexity of Canada’s immigration 

policies, a lack of connection opportunities and insufficient supports at universities across the 

country make life in Canada harder for international students during and after university” (Green, 
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2018, para. 2). In the same vein, international students in Canada face both overt and covert 

racial discrimination during and after their study at the university. The existence of racial 

discrimination is often intimidating to international students and shows a sign of lack of 

tolerance by some Canadians.  

In a story reported by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, the level of threat and 

public humiliation faced by international students is brought to view. According to a turbaned, 

bearded participant in the news story, “I was on my phone, and I was walking toward my house 

and some two, three people left and they started following me and passing comments, like 

negative comments” (Rutherford, 2019, Comments section, para. 6). In a similar analysis by 

Martis (2020), the theme of being racially black in a pre-dominant white school is highlighted: 

On- and off-campus, I was often the only Black person around, and I wasn’t allowed to 

forget it—in class, the seat beside me was always empty, no matter how full the room 

was… in bars and clubs, I was called the N-word; both on- and off-campus, I was told to 

go “back to your country” and threatened with physical violence. (para. 4) 

The barriers to social and economic inclusion, humiliation and threat conditions faced by 

some international students in Canadian universities could bring about a moment of reality 

shock. The concept of reality shock was coined by Kramer (1974) in the field of nursing and 

refers to the level of assessment that informs a newly employed staff that things in the 

professional world are quite different from the imagined notion. According to Gaundan & 

Mohammadnezhad (2018), “reality shock has been defined as an unsettling and/or jarring 

experience resulting from wide disparity between what was expected and what the real situation 

turns out to be” (p. 159). This could be applied to the situation of international students that 

come to Canada with to gain full social inclusion and end up being disappointed with issues 
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relating to cultural and racial discrimination, history of indigenous oppression and more 

important to this research, ableism towards persons with disabilities (Bartosik, 2017; Michalski 

et al., 2017). 

Indeed, the presence of ableism in Canada has constituted a big shock for me as my pre-

arrival research did not prepare me for that. I recall how shocking it was for me when a white girl 

told me that she was not sure on the need for disabled people to attend institutions of higher 

education. Consequently, it is on account of stories like this that I will narrate my experience of a 

blind black man and as an international student at the University of Manitoba. 

6.2   Coming to Canada and Ableism in the Canadian Immigration  

 In mid-2018, I was admitted into the Inter-Disciplinary Program in Disability Studies at 

the University of Manitoba. This was a huge victory as I was excited to learn more about social 

inclusion and the effective policies that have improved the lives of disabled people in a 

developed country like Canada. In the same vein, it was the beginning of a journey to an 

inclusive society, or so I thought at the time. However, while the admission euphoria gradually 

dissipated, the fears of getting a study permit to Canada began. 

Generally, the Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC) is often regarded as having 

some level of ableism and discrimination towards persons with disabilities (Blower, 2016; 

Wong, 2012). This is coupled with the tendency for racism and colonial attitude to be exhibited 

towards persons from developing countries in continents like Africa and Asia (El-Lahib, 2015). 

In explaining how disabled people are not welcomed into Canada, Wong (2012) states 

that “immigration policies construct people with disabilities as societal burdens who are unable 

to contribute to the community” (p. 2). 



  74 

 

This framework of ableism in the Canadian immigration reflects the medical model in 

assessing disabled people and creates an unfair scale to obtain legal documents. The predominant 

conception of disabled people by the CIC is that there is the high tendency to cause excessive 

demand on the healthcare system and as such, are often regarded as medically inadmissible 

(Wong, 2012). A story that made global headlines in 2014 was that of Karen and her daughter 

Jasmine from the Philippines, who was rejected for being deaf. In this story, Karen who was 

already living in Canada, wanted her daughter to join her. However, Jasmine’s disability was 

viewed by Immigration Canada as a potential burden to the healthcare and social system (Niles, 

2018). This was despite Jasmine’s ability to communicate with the American Sign Language 

which gave her basic skills for communication and participation in society and the labour market 

when necessary. 

It is in this regard that the Canadian Immigration perception often defines disabled people 

as unproductive and unable to contribute to the labour market or the economy (Blower, 2016). 

The perception here is that disability affects the human capacity of an individual, hence disabled 

people would not have many jobs to participate within Canada. In this regard, disabled people 

must show significant proof of funds for coverage of their medical and social care in Canada 

(Wong, 2012). Consequently, it is under this stilted framework that I applied for a study permit 

to Canada. 

In my application for a study permit, I was subjected to extra medical examination 

procedures due to my disability. I was told to return for a supplemental disability examination 

after I completed the main medicals. This was stressful for me, as I had to travel by road for ten 

hours from my home city to the capital territory of Nigeria where I completed the application. 

So, after undergoing the first medical examination which I felt was thorough enough, travelling 
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for another examination gave me a lot of emotional and physical stress. When I arrived at the 

medical center, the doctor informed me that it was mandatory that they examine my daily 

functions within the scope of my disability.  

I saw a red flag, as I thought this was a way to disqualify my application for a study 

permit. Herein lies the issue of ableism, as my disability at the time was considered as an issue 

that could hinder the success of my study permit. Nevertheless, my application was successful, 

and I was provided with a study permit to school in Canada. 

However, it is important to note here that when I arrived at the Toronto Airport on New 

Year’s Day, after a 20-hour flight from Nigeria, it was difficult to negotiate my way through the 

rigor of the border services. While waiting to disembark, the air hostels had to inform the airport 

workers that someone was legally blind. The next thing that happened was quite funny and a 

total display of ignorance. Two members of the airport staff came with a wheelchair and told me 

to sit on it, even when they saw that my disability was being blind. I was naive, as I sat on it 

without providing a persuasive explanation. Although, my main reason for not explaining to 

them that I did not need the wheelchair at the time was to avoid any time wasting for others who 

were waiting in line. The wheelchair looked quite old and did not look good at all. It probably 

saw a better life during the World War Two era. The seat had no proper base, and the fabric was 

torn. Consequently, while I was being wheeled by two girls, I had to abruptly stop them, and I 

stood up because I realized that the wheelchair was going to collapse and that would have been 

humiliating. At this point I explained to them, “Please just take my arm and I think that should be 

fine.” Nevertheless, they felt a mobility aid was needed, so a golf cart was ordered, which to my 

joy, was okay. 
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We returned to walking after a point, and I eventually got to the border and immigration 

services. It was at this point that I had to get into a slightly heated discussion with the agent. The 

agent wanted to know about my disability.  I politely informed him that I had already explained 

in my visa application that I am totally blind. Consequently, from the sound of his voice, I 

recognized that he was not satisfied with my simple and short explanation. He wanted more, but 

I did not have anything else to tell him. Then he asked the name of the program and how long it 

was. When I informed him that it was Disability Studies and told him the duration, he was 

shocked about the name and said in a very high pitch, “Why should your program be up to 

that?!” It was then that I gave him an answer that came from the combination of tiredness and 

slight irritation as I stated, “I believe I gave you my admission letter.” After he was satisfied, he 

gave me my papers. Then he tried cracking a joke and we shook hands and he sent me on my 

way. 

6.3   Early Days in Winnipeg 

When I arrived in Winnipeg from Toronto, it was still about mid-day, so I had the 

opportunity to meet great people. I remember meeting a woman who told me about the cold as it 

was winter, and I said that I believe that the weather in Canada was somewhat overrated. For her 

part, she took me outside without a winter jacket and told me to stay there for 30 seconds, I did 

and knew that I was really in ‘winter land.’ I guess this was a great start to my days in Winnipeg. 

Eventually, a friend who I met through the University of Manitoba Accessibility Office and was 

the President of the Nigerian community in the school at that time, came to pick me up and I was 

on my way into the city.  

My first taste of the treatment of disabled people came when I went to my hotel room. At 

first, the staff responded to my questions, probably because I was with someone, and they felt 
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they were talking to my companion and not me. Disabled people often face attitudinal barriers 

from hotel and tourist staff, which often hampers the enjoyment of their travels (Card et al., 

2006). Consequently, when I was alone and tried talking with the staff, things were different, and 

it almost looked like I was being avoided. Indeed, this was the case when it was time for 

breakfast, and they refuse to provide me with any meal. I called and was told that the hotel staff 

were busy, and I would have to wait. So, wait I did and when they finally came to my room, it 

was like an army of hotel workers had to serve me. I am sure you will say ‘grand,’ only that this 

was a show of fear and hesitation. The workers stood at my door and were contemplating on who 

to do the service. It was at this time that a senior staff came and instructed one of them to get the 

cart into my room. The senior staff on her part, had to do a lot of encouraging and assured the 

hotel worker that it will be alright. 

The hotel staff acted like she was going into a burning bush and needed great comfort. In 

a bid to comfort her as well, I remembered I had some change from the cup of coffee I got at 

Toronto airport and decided to give her some when other staff had left. The transformation was 

instant as she laid my food on the table like a close friend, sat down and felt relaxed, took the TV 

remote, informed me of the stations in Canada and even returned to take my luggage to my 

vehicle 15 minutes later. Perhaps it could be suggested that if a lot of disabled people had the 

money to spend, they would have probably bought their way out of discrimination and 

manifestations of ableism. However, disabled people like me struggle to make ends meet and are 

often amongst the poorest of the poorest in the society. This places disabled people in a 

vulnerable situation, as there is the tendency to suffer social pressures and discrimination due to 

financial limitations (Braithwaite & Mont, 2009; Beresford, 1996). 
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It was time to head to the University of Manitoba and my friend from the Nigerian 

community took me there. It was quiet because it was the second day of January and students 

were still away on holidays. A small number of staff was present in the student residence to 

allow international students like myself gain entrance into the building. It was here that I began 

to experience the most dreaded manner of conversation that I believe most disabled people want 

to avoid, where the individual looks directly at your companion, rather than providing you with 

the answers. The residence staff kept on talking to my friend from the Nigerian community 

without paying me much attention. At the time, I also took this as maybe I was not looking 

Canadian enough. Eventually, I got to my room and life as a student at the University of 

Manitoba began. 

6.4   Feeling Alone Among the Crowd 

Attitudinal challenges are a major cause of loneliness and social isolation (LSI) for 

disabled people. This affects the integration of disabled people in the society, as ignorance, 

disregard and the possibility of violent abuse constitute a lack of an enabling environment for 

persons with disabilities (Bridger, 2020). The presence of LSI in the lives of disabled people, 

could arise even in situations of large gatherings and busy locations (Macdonald et al., 2018). 

This is as a result of the fact that disabled people might face unfulfilling social encounters and 

disabling environmental factors. 

 Consequently, disabling environmental factors promote LSI in the lives of disabled 

people through physical barriers and lack of accessibility support. This could take the shape of a 

deficiency in mobility awareness for instance, which would possibly keep a disabled person 

confined in a particular location (Bridger, 2020; Macdonald et al., 2018). 
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In my case, I began my education at the University of Manitoba during the winter and at 

this point I really felt alone because there was no means of integrating into the community of 

students. I could not go outside on my own because I had poor mobility skills. Consequently, 

when I eventually got mobility lessons, the buildings and sidewalks were difficult to navigate. 

For instance, it was very difficult for me to navigate the University Center, as few tactile signs 

for disabled people existed in the building. This was similar to the Elizabeth Dafoe Library, 

which was trickier than the University Center, as I often saw it as an open space without 

navigating corners for a disabled person. Hence, I could only visit these buildings when I had my 

academic attendant with me, which the Accessibility Unit approved to be with me for about 2 

hours a day or 10 hours weekly during the period I was taking courses at the university.  

In the same regard to navigating buildings, sidewalks were challenging for me prior to 

the pandemic. This was highly noticeable en route from my student residence to my department 

in the Education building. I remember how I often got stuck while navigating via the University 

Center and would have to wait for a pedestrian to get me back on track or probably assist me to 

my destination. Suffice to say that some of the sidewalks were not properly designed for 

accessible travel. This often interfered with my ability to walk alone. Some of the sidewalks 

lacked tactile signs and did not have well defined edges to keep me on track. It is on this note of 

a poorly designed sidewalk that caused me to be involved in an accident as I lost track of my 

route and fell into a pit close to a construction site within the University of Manitoba. 

Consequently, the constructions were often problematic for me especially when it interfered with 

the bus route or sidewalk area, I was familiar with. This was the case with the Agriculture bus 

stop route, when construction was being done in the area. This greatly affected my ability to 

navigate the campus environment and head to classes on my own, as the route was the most 
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familiar to me within the university. Also, the constructions were carried out without ensuring 

that disabled students were fully aware of things, and to provide alternative routes if necessary. 

To this end, I often depended on the accessibility unit for navigating the campus 

environment. The accessibility unit had a system of transportation, which was great, as it 

provided rides for disabled people within the campus environment. However, this had its 

downside, as only one vehicle operated for this purpose, and it was necessary to book 

beforehand. In the same vein, rides were scheduled in order of importance. This limited how 

rides could be scheduled in the system. 

Although, I will say I was lucky to have a roommate for the first four months in 

Winnipeg who was extremely understanding and helpful. Consequently, he was the only white 

Canadian I knew at the time and in fact, he was the only person I talked to in the residence. I am 

pointing the racial difference here because I noticed that in the residence, only black people often 

talk to black people and the same with white people as well.  

In explaining the phenomenon involved in the racial disintegration among university 

students, especially in the interaction within white and black ethnic groups, White & Burke 

(1987) postulate that the concept of ‘identity theory’ acts as a propelling factor within the self for 

interacting with others. According to White & Burke (1987): 

Identity theoryconsiders an ethnic identity (like all identities) to be a portion of the self 

that contains shared understandings of what it means to be a member of a given ethnic 

group. Within the framework of identity theory, ethnic identification is hypothesized to 

be related to self-esteem, identity salience, identity commitment, and other structural 

characteristics. (p. 310)  
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However, my case was different as many black students avoided talking with me because 

I am disabled. This was not considered when I left Nigeria. I failed to think about the negative 

reaction that many people from African cultural groups have towards persons with disabilities 

and how it might affect my interaction with them (Nyangweso, 2021). Indeed, I remember one 

very cold night during the Fall semester of 2019 when it was obvious that I was trying to get to 

the bus-station with some difficulties, two persons I believe were Nigerians walked past me 

without stopping to ask if I needed help. This was a major occurrence during the period I took 

courses at the University of Manitoba, whereby people of all cultures and races did not appear to 

consider helping when I needed it. 

In any case, lack of social integration support from the university also played a major role 

in my isolation. This was despite the fact that I discussed the need for support with several 

groups within the university and the International Centre. My troubles to connect with the 

International Center got me referred to the accessibility unit for assistance. In the same vein, my 

quest for support saw individuals giving me what I will describe as “tongue acrobatics.” I have 

coined the term “tongue acrobatics” to refer simply to the rapid speech of natural English 

speakers that displays superiority in the knowledge and command of the language. To Munro 

(2003), this superiority of ethnicity in the use of language creates a basis for discrimination in the 

display of accents within the Canadian context. According to Munro (2003), 

Negative attitudes toward foreign-accented speech have led to discrimination against 

second-language users in Canada… [There are] three types of accent discrimination 

arising in human rights cases: discrimination in employment due to inappropriate concern 

with accent, discrimination due to accent stereotyping, and harassment based on accent. 

(p. 38) 
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Indeed, the tongue acrobatics is a major way of talking in Canada, often by persons of 

European descent over other cultural groups and races. Consequently, I quickly realized that the 

tongue acrobatics became a common phenomenon in my interaction with people of European 

descent. Thus, I had to get used to it or find a way to listen more attentively.  

6.5   Navigating Cultural and Racial differences 

Right from the start, I knew that it was important to have a good approach in my 

interaction with people in order to navigate the cultural/racial differences at the University of 

Manitoba and Canada in general. However, I came to Canada with the inferiority complex of a 

young black blind man, and I was afraid of how I would be accepted in society. Thus, I have 

often assumed an apologetic posture and mannerism when interacting with people. Although it is 

a general knowledge that Canadians are very polite and ready to apologize when needed, in my 

case, I was an international student, and I was simply scared of offending anyone. In this way, 

my issue is different, as I often feel like a disturbance. Consequently, I have often said things 

like, “I am sorry… I hope I am not bothering you… Please if it is not okay for you, you can stop 

me here.” Ironically, I say things like that even when I do not have a plan or a way out. I 

remember a situation on one occasion when it was clear to a couple that I was lost and just 

wondering about. The wife felt they should help me, but the husband was not too sure. When I 

noticed that they were having a difficult time on how to approach the issue of helping me, I kept 

on apologizing even when the husband told me it was okay. This type of behavior I understood 

from class discussions at the Department of Disability Studies, is a common phenomenon among 

disabled people. According to one of the professors in Disability Studies, disabled people often 

feel that they are unwelcome and see themselves as constituting some form of occasional 

inconvenience to people. To Cruickshank (1951), this characteristic among disabled people may 
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be conceptualized as the feeling of fear and guilt. This situation could create a negative 

psychological perception, through which disabled people continually judge their actions. 

Similarly, Ji et al. (2019) explain that the issue of disabled people being apologetic could be the 

result of a poor mental state and having a low self-esteem. They believe this phenomenon is 

related to the level of happiness, social support and perception of their disability. Consequently, 

it is this kind of discussion in Disability Studies that helped me to understand issues relating to 

ableism and navigating the general culture as a disabled person. Indeed, the class discussions 

were very helpful as it was a combination of cultural lessons and disability issues in the social 

domain.  

In any case, my interactions with people were not totally based on what they could do for 

my situation. Although, the first person I met in the university residence told me a simple and 

honest statement: “If there is anything I can do to make your stay better here, please let me 

know.” He was true to his word, as he was my roommate and was instrumental in my settling 

down in Canada. However, outside the room, things were different, as people often wondered 

about the mode on how to interact with a disabled person. I got mixed reactions from people. 

Amongst the reactions I got, a depressive fact was the avoidance people often showed to me at 

the beginning of my studies in Canada. This often took the method of people taking a different 

route so they do not come close to me, remaining quiet when it was clear that I was actually 

talking to them, and a host of other minor actions of discrimination. Although, it is not clear if 

this was because of my race or disability, but it could be a combination of me being a noticeable 

young black blind man. To Eisenman et al. (2020), such actions are in fact manifestations of 

micro-aggression and could be influenced by a host of factors which could impact negatively on 

the psychology of the student. According to Eisenman et al. (2020), “students who are members 
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of minoritized groups may have more negative perceptions of campus climate because dominant 

campus environments, systems, and people can explicitly and implicitly perpetuate racism, 

ableism and other discrimination patterns” (p. 2). 

In some cases, the people I met wanted me to be what they have always thought about 

people with disabilities, which is dirty, socially awkward, and financially broke. This was a 

common attitude among young white Canadians, especially males. I also experience such 

attitude from international students that had rich appearance or were indeed very wealthy. This I 

discovered was a motivating factor for some people to interact with me as a disabled person. 

Thus, I had to manage the situation.  Although I survived on 20 to 35 dollars a week during a 

large section of the entire duration of my program, I knew it was not right to appear poor and go 

cap in hand begging everyone for money.  On the other hand, I learnt at a very young age that 

your dressing goes a long way in defining how you might be addressed by others. In my 

experience as a disabled person, I have noticed that when you are smartly dressed, people warm 

up to you more easily, regardless of your race or nationality. To this end, I often wore my best 

clothes in my everyday life and tried to keep them neat. Concerning my dressing, I knew I was 

not loud, but again young Canadians who were white and male were not comfortable with a 

black blind man being able to make himself look good on a number of occasions. This got me 

into cultural and personal hostility, whereby the people tried to talk me down and make me feel 

that I was from “the bush.” I recall a day when, a white guy had agreed to assist me to a 

destination I needed to visit. On that day, I decided to be smartly dressed, just to feel good about 

myself.  But the moment I stepped outside, I noticed a clash with him. I was rudely addressed 

throughout the journey and as such, I had to reconsider my relationship with him afterwards. 
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In a different type of interaction I had with people, the acceptance was great but took the 

mode of a disabled person who needs help. This is because the way I got into interacting with a 

lot of people was through the words, “Do you need help?”  This often occurred in situations 

whereby I got lost while trying to make my way to the bus station at the University of Manitoba. 

Consequently, the interaction with people I met was always based on things like “whenever you 

need help, don’t think twice before calling,” “I am always here to help,” “anytime.” While this 

itself is great, it leaves the question of disability under the probability that you always need help. 

I remember when I had to walk home one day. The guy close to me took my hand and wanted to 

take me across the street. This is when I did not need to go across the road, as my apartment was 

very close by. However, things do not always end that way, as I remember when an eighty-five-

year-old woman helped me cross the intersection and when I said thank you, she said to me, “I 

hope you return the favor one day.” 

Indeed, it appears to me that women are more socially aware in terms of disability issues 

and interactive procedures. I even noticed this in class discussions and programs within the 

University of Manitoba. For instance, when I needed help from libraries and other school 

facilities, it looked to me like the guys dreaded talking with a disabled person, while the 

members of staff that were females took a more disability aware intonation. However, I need to 

point out here that there is a big difference when a guy is present in the interactive process with 

people at the university community. Consequently, this is even noticeable when a guy, especially 

of European descent, is not the partner of the female in a place, there is always the cultural 

tendency for her to take the back seat while the guy does the interaction. This was a common 

occurrence when I was living at the student residence on campus, wherein the female workers in 

the building would prefer to leave the male staff to answer my inquiries, even when I felt they 
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had a better understanding of the situation. To Wicks & Bradshaw (1997), the behaviour of 

women to be less self-assured in Canadian workplace environments is often caused by cultural 

values based on established authority, which leans towards the pre-eminence of masculinity. In 

referring to the workplace environment, they explain that “current cultures are perceived to 

reward men and women differently in terms of the values shown in their behavior, contributing 

to a discriminatory climate that makes many women feel unwelcome and uncomfortable” (p. 

372).  Hence, creating the tendency for a gender relaxed role for women in situations where a 

male is present. 

6.6   Socio-Economic Status as a Determinant for Integration 

Generally, the socio-economic status of an individual in North America is closely related 

to the health level and peer composition among youths (Fletcher et al., 2013; Mikkonen & 

Raphael, 2010). However, this creates a social barrier for disabled people as they often fall 

within a low-income status in the labor scale.  Consequently, disabled people are more likely to 

be without a source of income than their peers of the same educational level or labor experience. 

Hence, affecting the level of social stability, food security and financial capacity in the lives of 

disabled people. In most cases, this makes disabled people vulnerable to abuse and 

discrimination among their peers (Mikkonen & Raphael, 2010). 

The first thing I noticed in the social environment was that your job came first in any 

interaction and where a person worked was important. To this end, when you interact with 

people, you hear things like: “How is it going,” “I am so tired, my manager asked me to work 12 

hours yesterday and I had assignment to do,” “Good for you, man. I have been working 12 hours 

once a week for a long time now.” On the surface this would look like a discussion that is 

without any dynamics.  However, the main story to this is that your job defines your importance 
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for interacting and social value. It was at this time that interacting with people was somewhat 

difficult for me, as I was without a job for almost the duration of my program.  

I could not make friends as I was not in the social class.  Consequently, even friends that 

were okay at the beginning acted differently when they discovered that I was without a job. I 

recall a situation in a gathering I often attended around the university. A guy in that place saw 

me as a friend, but the moment I told him I did not have a job, he stopped interacting with me. 

Unfortunately, I understand that it is very difficult for disabled people to get jobs in Canada. This 

was a major issue for me, as employers felt that due to my disability, I would not be a good fit 

for their organization. I remember how after an interview, the person told me that I was her best 

candidate, but she was not sure if they would be able to offer me the job due to accessibility 

issues. To this end, I was unable to secure a job for a long time and when I eventually did, it was 

difficult to manage my education and duties as an employee. 

In this regard, I lived at the edge of the social environment in Winnipeg. While this is a 

fact, it means that I could not interact with a lot of people, especially individuals of European 

descent. This is because a lot of people expect international students to be very wealthy, so when 

you are not, then you are the wrong buddy. For instance, when I told someone that I stay at 

downtown Winnipeg, it meant that I was not worth talking to. I was a waste of time for further 

interaction. Indeed, I have faced a lot of socio-economic difficulties as a disabled student in 

Canada that I consider it wise to keep to myself. On the other hand, it is important to interact 

with people in the environment, so as to avoid the problem of being isolated. Hence, my socio-

economic status is a tricky situation for me in the process of navigating the environment as a 

disabled student in Manitoba. Consequently, I have recognized that being isolated keeps me 
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away from possible help and necessary contact with other individuals, especially during COVID-

19. 

6.7   Finding My Place at Participatory Events 

While most universities have advocated for diversification and inclusion, the system in 

most campuses is still largely set up to promote ableism and the white race as the dominant 

group. It is very likely for the racial and disability status of an individual to define their 

experience in universities across North America. This creates a threat perception among minority 

students as they are likely to face racial discrimination and/or ableism in the case of disabled 

individuals (Eisenman et al., 2020). Subsequently, the experience of ableism among disabled 

students could occur regardless of the racial background. The student finds it difficult to be part 

of the community, as most campus environments still struggle to include disabled people in the 

day-to-day affairs of the university. This is made worse in situations where the student is of a 

racial minority and disabled at the same time (Baker, 2019). 

In my situation at the University of Manitoba, I will start by saying that the professors 

were very helpful and made it possible for me to participate in class activities. The professors 

were very fair in managing racial and disability issues in class. In my home department, the 

professor did ensure that everybody had equal opportunity to participate in class activities. This 

was also my experience in other departments. For instance, I remember a professor in the Faculty 

of Law who made everyone in class re-introduce themselves just for me to take note of them and 

their voices as I did not attend the previous class. 

However, it was difficult to interact with a lot of students, in my case as a young black 

blind man.  First, racial differences were a major issue in how people could participate in social 

and academic activities. In class discussions, it was clear to me that individuals of European 
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descent felt entitled to dominate proceedings and have the most heard views. This was evident to 

me in a lot of classes I took outside my department. For instance, when I tried to contribute to 

class discussions, the students acted like they were tolerating me, by displaying noticeable signs 

of impatience to speak. On the other hand, I noticed that this did not occur, when a white student 

was speaking. 

In another situation, I recall an event whereby I was snubbed by a couple of white 

students prior to the start of a class in early January 2020.  It was an evening class and people 

were talking about an international event that just happened few hours ago. At the time I was 

getting live news from the BBC and felt I had something to contribute to the discussion. 

However, when I decided to join the discussion, the entire class became silent, and the topic was 

stylishly changed. Unfortunately, this was a pattern in several areas prior to the pandemic in 

2020. For instance, during the orientation for students in 2019, I was ignored and treated like a 

visitor to the program. This is as I was promised that the process would be inclusive and 

interactive for everyone. However, when I tried interacting like I was a regular member of the 

orientation, I was heavily snubbed by the students that sat close to me. On the other hand, the 

facilitator of the program did not make any effort to integrate me into the activities and games of 

the orientation. Perhaps the facilitator believed it was the duty of the accessibility unit of the 

university, to ensure the integration of disabled students in school activities. 

Indeed, a lot of programs and activities at the university always referred me back to the 

accessibility team for any form of integration to be achieved. For instance, when I decided to 

participate in the gym, the members of staff kicked against this and informed me that the 

accessibility team had to send someone to provide support around the facility. This was as I 

informed them that I only needed the assistance of someone who was aware of the machines and 
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could provide important help when it was necessary. Consequently, the people at the gym 

informed the accessibility unit that I can only come to the facility when they have someone to 

take me around. To this end, my academic attendant, which the accessibility in their kindness 

provided their services for assistance in my schoolwork, was advised to carry out this task. 

Nevertheless, I knew this was not going to work as I had limited time per week with the 

academic attendant and the gym required a lot of hours. To this end, I had a truce with the 

management of the facility that, if we (me and the members of staff at the gym) tried without the 

assistance of my academic attendant for a while and it was not working, then I would look for 

other ways. Fortunately, it was a success, and gradually members of staff at the gym became the 

only social support I got prior to the pandemic in 2020. 

6.8   Conclusion 

 This chapter discusses the arrival of the researcher to Canada and provides a narration of 

events in navigating the environment in what was supposed to be socially inclusive for disabled 

people. The lack of inclusion or the researcher’s perception of discrimination towards disabled 

people began with the visa application process. The researcher understood from the process that 

the Canadian Immigration and Citizenship Canada engaged in extra medical scrutiny due to the 

presence of a disability. This extra scrutiny seemingly continued at the airport as the border agent 

acted shocked to hear that a course was called Disability Studies and the duration was 2 years. 

 Anyways, the researcher was granted entry into Canada and life as a student began at the 

University of Manitoba. However, navigating the environment was filled with a lot of 

challenges, which had to do with lack of accessible space, socio-cultural barriers and racist 

behaviour. The researcher speaks on how sidewalks were not accessible and how it affected 
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mobility. This lack of accessible space was also noticeable in buildings, as it was difficult to 

navigate places like the University Center and the library. 

 The researcher also narrates how socio-cultural barriers and racist behaviour affected the 

possibility of inclusion in the environment. First, a section of students, especially white 

Canadians, did not exactly warm up to a black blind boy for social interaction. In the same vein, 

the researcher explains that white males did not seemingly appreciate a smartly dressed disabled 

person who displays confidence. 

 Lastly, the chapter discusses how the participation of the researcher in several events and 

class activities was at the receiving end of perceived racism and the display of unwillingness on 

the part of some university staff to ensure a process of inclusion. 

In the final analysis, while indeed Canada is a global leader in inclusive measures and 

diversification, in reality, the country is a society of peoples, and amongst them, the presence of 

socio-cultural challenges. It is difficult to separate humanity from personal biases in interactions 

and social behaviour. To this end, social inclusion becomes a matter of personal tolerance, 

wherein humans learn to accommodate the preference, abilities, cultural and racial background 

of individuals in general. 

It is on this note that we can speak of the need for more education on diversity and 

inclusion in universities to promote a society based on tolerance. For instance, this could take the 

promotion of disability issues in academia, which will do a lot to eradicate myths about disabled 

people and educate members of the campus community on the effects of ableism. 

  



  92 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN: DATA ANALYSIS AND IMPLICATION 

7.1    Introduction 

 Based on the ideas and philosophical frameworks like socio-cultural barriers and ableism 

explored in this work, the feminist disability notion can be introduced as a way of appraising the 

procedure within the scope of social inclusion. The notion of feminist disability reflects on the 

multiplicity of issues and intersections that could be unraveled in analyzing matters affecting 

disabled people within the theoretical framework of social inclusion (Thomson, 2002). Although 

the feminist disability notion is an offspring of the feminist theory in general, it recreates the 

concept by dwelling on issues that are rather shunned in mainstream analysis. This includes areas 

impacting the lives of persons with disabilities like race, class, bodies, acceptance and ableism, 

as well as other intersecting factors in human and gender relations (Goethals et al., 2015). Knoll 

(2012) provides a concise view on the concept by stating that “feminist Disability Studies 

engages with theories that may be contradictory and incomplete. This process has the potential to 

reveal power, privilege, and oppression, and therefore, it can provide opportunities for 

liberation” (p. 1). Thus, its relation to this work lies in the ability to affirm that several issues 

could affect the social inclusion of disabled students in the environment. In this work, the idea of 

social inclusion at the University of Manitoba is discussed using the narrative of an international 

graduate disabled student in the academy. Several issues like race, socio-economic status, 

ableism and social definition of disability are highlighted in the narrative. The narrative in the 

work would be instrumental in discussing the findings of the research objectives. Consequently, 

there is a main research objective and secondary objectives that will be explored in further detail. 
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7.2   Main research Objective 

Self-reflection on the inclusion of disabled students in the environment of the University of 

Manitoba. 

According to Simplican et al. (2015), “we define social inclusion as the interaction 

between two major life domains: interpersonal relationships and community participation. We 

then propose an ecological model of social inclusion that includes individual, interpersonal, 

organizational, community, and socio-political factors” (p. 18). This definition takes into 

consideration the idea that while the interpersonal level of interaction is important, the ecological 

or environmental component helps to bridge the existing gap in society for persons with 

disabilities. It is on account of this that we can analyze the level of social inclusion and the 

environment at the University of Manitoba. 

Indeed, the University of Manitoba is very much aware of this fact, as on their 

Accessibility webpage they state: 

At the University of Manitoba, we strive for an inclusive, welcoming environment that 

supports all abilities. The University wishes to promote and support a community that 

embraces accessibility, diversity and inclusion, provides for equality of opportunity, and 

recognizes the dignity of all people. (University of Manitoba Accessibility, n.d., para. 2)  

While this is a fact about the accessibility unit of the University of Manitoba, it is rather difficult 

to recognize this in other areas of the campus. The self-reflection in this study, shows that a lot of 

units and departments within the university, probably think all issues of disability should be 

handled by the accessibility unit or are not basically interested in doing so. This shows a flaw in 

the socio-cultural awareness of disability at the University of Manitoba. The researcher 
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experienced situations where members of staff often avoided dealing with disability issues as the 

easy way out for them was always to redirect the matter to the accessibility team.  

The downside to this is that the accessibility team cannot be everywhere and would not 

have the manpower to take up such task in every section of the university. Thus, the lack of 

socio-cultural awareness on disability issues and flawed communication process in the university 

between the general staff and the accessibility team creates physical and socio-cultural barriers 

for disabled students. These barriers could reflect the lack of willingness by a lot of people to 

promote or even accept participation of disabled people. It is on this note that this work in 

chapter one refers to Michalski et al. (2017) who state that universities and colleges in providing 

a welcoming environment, must ensure support services in all areas of the institution. 

In addition, issues in ensuring a welcoming environment could be as a result of lack of 

proper physical planning or in some cases, negligence by staff. For instance, in the University 

Center Building of the University, the researcher noticed the structure looks outdated and 

inaccessible to persons with disabilities. The researcher found it very difficult to navigate the 

building alone, even after mobility lessons. In a similar line, the researcher discovered that some 

sections of the sidewalk system were not good enough for navigating with the white cane, 

especially places where reconstruction procedures were not done properly. As a result, the 

researcher found navigation from the residence to the University Center quite difficult. 

 Regarding another issue about the environment, the construction within the university 

occurs without alternative routes for disabled students. The important point to note here is that 

when construction is taking place, the route familiar to a disabled student might be blocked off, 

creating a danger of not being able to proceed to their destination. This affected the navigation of 
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the researcher, especially while heading for classes from what was supposed to be the 

Agriculture Bus Stop area of the University of Manitoba.  

7.3   Objective (a) 

Examine if there is a noticeable presence of attitudinal challenges towards disabled people 

in interacting with students and members of staff at the University of Manitoba. 

           According to the President of the University of Manitoba, the school is committed to 

increasing student, staff, faculty, and leadership diversity, especially with respect to the inclusion 

of women, indigenous peoples, people with disabilities, gender and sexual minorities, and 

racialized minorities. The university recognizes the importance of creating an inclusive campus 

for all (University of Manitoba Strategic Plan, 2015-2020, n.d.). 

It is difficult to measure the level of inclusion on a campus. However, one factor that can 

make a campus inclusive is the level of interaction that can be found among diverse groups. This 

fosters a sense of an inclusive academic community and cultural diversity. 

The researcher noticed that there is a level of cultural gap between students of European 

descent and other minority groups. In the same vein, the researcher gathered that the system does 

not pay much attention to disabled people. This affects the integration and representation of 

disabled people within the social and academic community. For instance, the researcher, while in 

the process of writing this report, carried out a review of the university Graduate 

Communications weekly email between October 2021 and January 2022, wherein it shows that 

the level of reference to disability is extremely non-existent. This is as we are in the time of 

COVID-19 and a lot of students might not be aware that we have disabled students on campus 

and how they might connect with them. 
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Indeed, awareness concerning disabled students on campus is rather limited and as such, 

creates room for members of the campus community to be surprised when disability is 

mentioned. For instance, in interacting with people at the University, the researcher noticed that 

several individuals do not expect you to be disabled and be enrolled on campus. According to the 

researcher “this is especially when they discover that my course is a department called Disability 

Studies”. 

This points to the emphasis on socio-cultural integration of persons with disabilities is at 

best low and in truth, rather unrecognizable on campus. Perhaps it is in line of improving this 

situation that the President’s Task Force on Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (2020) refers to – 

the need for all members of the university of Manitoba to fully participate without barriers, 

including persons with disabilities. However, in the report, the flaw of relying on the 

accessibility team is very much present, when matters of disabilities should be in the socio-

cultural representation of disabled people and not basic technological or accommodation support. 

7.4   Objective (b) 

Critically Reflect on the Social Environment of the University of Manitoba, for Indications 

of Barriers in the Participation of Disabled Students in Activities. 

Professors at the University of Manitoba encouraged diverse participation and ensured 

that members of their classes all felt okay to air their opinion. This provided a great experience 

for the researcher and provided a comfortable environment for academic interaction. However, 

the researcher notes that, the student population was not all welcoming this due to ignorance on 

ways to interact with disabled people and some level of racism on the part of some people. For 

instance, the researcher noticed in certain classes, especially those dominated by students of 

European descent, that people acted impatiently for the researcher to air his view. The researcher 
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is of the opinion that this high level of ignorance and lack of tolerance starts with the Graduate 

Student Association, as matters of disability are not represented in their monthly communication 

and call for student participation. This is a major problem as it does not encourage disabled 

people to participate in the programs of the University of Manitoba’s Graduate Student 

Association. 

Apparently, this lack of inclusion in the participation of disabled students, might be a 

result of flaws in the overall system, as it is also lacking in several areas including the 

International Center activities and social programs by the university. Perhaps this might be as a 

result of the fact that the school is still at the point of deciding how to ensure that all areas are 

responsive to the idea of an inclusive framework in the university. Consequently, the researcher 

is of the opinion that, due to the lack of existence of an inclusive framework, COVID-19 has 

made participating in the affairs of the university more difficult for disabled people. 

Indeed, since the outbreak of COVID-19, the participation of disabled students in the 

affairs of the university has been extremely limited. This is because the school has not created a 

structured platform for an accessible integration of disabled students. Although virtual platforms 

are in place in the university, disabled students like the researcher lack an accessible design for 

participation. This is largely related to the fact that online facilitators might not have the means 

and skills of integrating disabled students in chats and discussions. Hence, leaving disabled 

students isolated in the virtual platforms. 

  In the same vein, with COVID-19 and the transformation to virtual procedures, the level 

of interaction disabled students can have with their non-disabled colleagues and members of staff 

has been practically reduced. For instance, the researcher notes how difficult it is to connect with 
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a lot of students and staff at the fitness center which was a form of social support prior to the 

pandemic.  

7.5   Intersectionality and Understanding the researcher’s experience at the University of 

Manitoba 

It is no exaggeration to state that the researcher faced a lot of intersecting factors that 

defined the experience as a disabled graduate student at the University of Manitoba. These 

factors, like the researcher’s race as a black man, a young blind individual, migration profile as 

an international student from Nigeria in Canada, low socio-economic status, as well as being 

single and unattached, while in themselves appear to be separate from one another, their 

contribution to determining the overall experience within the system and structure of the 

university environment and beyond places emphases on the phenomenon of intersectionality. 

According to Hankivsky et al. (2014), 

intersectionality promotes an understanding of human beings as shaped by the interaction 

of different social locations (e.g., ‘race’/ethnicity, Indigeneity, gender, class, sexuality, 

geography, age, disability/ability, migration status, religion). These interactions occur 

within a context of connected systems and structures of power. (p. 1) 

In the same vein, Atewologun (2020) explains that “A predominant focus in this field is on 

individual subjectivities at intersectional locations (such as examining the occupational identities 

of minority ethnic women)” (p. 1). In other words, intersectionality provides a framework for 

analysing impacting social locations that define, shape, constrain and build the character and 

personality make up of an individual, all with a view to understand how the undercurrents for 

empowerment can be found within structures and the experiences of persons or groups. 
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On this note, one can present a framework of issues that defined the researchers experience in 

Canada. First, the introduction of the researcher to the environment in Canada, was as an 

international student from Nigeria, which perhaps did not allow for a lot of possibilities to 

explore the beauty and benefits of the Canadian society. This was noticeable right from the 

Winnipeg Airport, where the researcher was advised that he was ill-prepared for the winter. 

While the researcher was happy to experience the snow, the winter jacket that was acquired from 

Nigeria was not proper for the Canadian weather. Consequently, the weather impacted the 

researcher’s experience for the first 18 months negatively, as mobility skills for navigating with 

the white cane was poor and was also affected due to snow on sidewalks and a lot of rain during 

the spring months as well. As a result, interaction with the Canadian system (job opportunities, 

visiting public institutions, obtaining identification and/or social registration numbers) was quite 

difficult as the researcher had to depend on private individuals or persons who worked for the 

University of Manitoba or places like the Canadian Institute for the Blind (CNIB) in Winnipeg. 

This meant that the researcher had a slow start to getting settled in Canada, which was not helped 

by an extremely low or inadequate level of social support network. 

Indeed, finding a network of people that could act as a base of social support for the 

researcher was very difficult. This can be attributed to two major factors, which were the 

researcher’s racial profile as a black man and disabled status as a young blind individual. These 

factors greatly affected the researcher’s experience in an intersecting manner and at the same 

time, acted separately in a lot of events. On the issue of being a young disabled individual, the 

researcher wanted to be part of the environment like everybody else. However, limitations in 

respect to mobility, accessibility and inclusion affected the overall experience and participation 

within and beyond the campus environment. For instance, it was a regular practice for the 
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researcher as a male to have a hair cut in Nigeria, which enhanced his level of confidence in 

appearance and provided comfort as well. However, this could not be done in the first 18 months 

in Canada, as the researcher could not locate a cheap salon for haircut. The only one that was 

found charged about thirty dollars for a single haircut, which was very expensive, considering 

the fact that the researcher had no job and was not from a rich Nigerian family. In the same vein, 

the researcher’s hair is very short, so paying thirty dollars for a single treatment seems somewhat 

senseless. The main point here is that the researcher was unable to visit locations that charged 

lower than thirty dollars, as he was either unaware of any or could not go to them, as most that 

were known to him at the time could only be found at the downtown area. Coupled with 

struggles in mobility and concerning issues like haircut and other appearance related issues, the 

researcher did not go out very often, as he probably lacked the confidence to do so. To this end, 

making friends became an issue; in the pre-pandemic 2019 society, going out was a major key to 

meeting people and making friends. Consequently, while mobility was a major issue in order for 

the researcher to get around, gaining access to the social network of various location was quite 

difficult as well. This was as a result of the fact that the researcher felt he needed friends to visit 

public social gatherings, so the fact that he did not have anyone that was a regular person made it 

virtually impossible to leave his room. Even the gym that the researcher felt was necessary was 

not an easy task to be part of, as the staff there felt he needed an accessibility support person 

before he could visit the facility. Nevertheless, the researcher was ‘politely stubborn’ on this 

occasion and was later accepted as a member that could get help from staff at the gym facility, 

but knew that in other situations, any refusal to be in line with opinions of a social or public 

space, could attract security agents. Thus, the researcher did not try to visit other gatherings in a 

bid to avoid heartaches and disappointments. This was made worse by the fact that the student 
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union association did not encourage or invite disabled students to be part of the activities of the 

body. So, the researcher did not expect to get help from them and as such, did not visit the body 

for any possible orientation or assistance to settling down in Canada.  This avoidance of the 

student union body by the researcher arose from negative experiences with inclusion, like the 

orientation for students in January 2019 where he was left out from activities in the event. In that 

event, the researcher was excluded from games and other fun activities, including icebreaker and 

general interaction. Although, it is not very clear if this was as a result of cultural/racial 

differences or disability, or a combination of both.  

Apparently, the racial profile as a black man also caused the researcher to struggle with 

belonging in social groups or gatherings that were dominated by other races, especially white 

people. For instance, when the researcher attended a semi-formal gathering at downtown in 

December 2019, which was dominated by white people, he was treated as an intruder when he 

tried to be part of conversations. This lack of belonging did not only manifest outside the school, 

but also within the campus environment, like in the Arthur V. Mauro residence for instance. 

During the researcher’s stay in the residence, he discovered that whenever he tried talking with 

people of other races outside the room, especially white people in the lounge area, he was 

snubbed and gradually they left. 

However, this snobbery attitude towards the researcher began to change as confidence in 

appearance and more ways of discussing with people was adopted. In other words, the researcher 

started to understand the Canadian society and how to interact with people in it. Although, while 

this helped in building the confidence of the researcher, it did not particularly transform into a 

strategic gain of acceptance into any social network or gathering. One reason for this could be as 

a result of the researcher’s low socio-economic status, which made it difficult to visit places like 
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restaurants or even join in pizza gatherings. The researcher for most of the study did not have a 

job and was without a stable funding, so feared visiting places for entertainment as he did not 

have sufficient money to avoid embarrassment of not being able to make payment. For instance, 

prior to the start of the pandemic in 2020, the researcher only visited the movies twice, with one 

occasion being as part of a class trip to view a disability related story. To this end, the researcher 

found it difficult to go out for fun activities and establish any friendship or relationship. This 

affected the researcher’s ability to be attached to any romantic relationship, as on one hand, 

many African girls felt he was rich and that is why the researcher was not working. Nevertheless, 

when it was discovered that this was not the case and that in fact getting a job appeared to be 

very difficult for disabled people, they politely avoided any kind of friendship and rather 

preferred to keep their distance. On the other hand, Canadians who were not from Africa saw the 

researcher as ‘an African Prince’ and wanted him to maintain the status. Unfortunately for their 

belief, the researcher is not ‘an African Prince’ and as such, he could not pretend to be one. In 

the same vein, the researcher did not have the money to attend events for entertainment like 

movies or musical concerts. The researcher encountered a situation wherein a girl raised the 

topic of going for a concert, but the researcher stylishly avoided it because he did not have spare 

money for entertainment. To this end, the researcher remained an unattached single man, which 

however caused a lot of people to ask why. This was a common occurrence when the researcher 

went for grocery shopping, wherein people felt that he should had been assisted by his girlfriend 

or partner. In a similar occurrence, the researcher, while dressed for a job interview, inquired 

from a taxi driver if he was looking good and the man while providing an affirmative answer, 

simply asked, “Why are you asking me? Where is your girlfriend?” 
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In any case, it can be understood that the level of intersectionality and social locations 

connected to the researcher’s stay in Canada did not allow for much interaction with the 

environment and as such, did not make a lot of social gains. This left the researcher to fight with 

loneliness throughout the duration of the study and as such, had to look for ways of 

encouragement and empowerment. However, this was not to be found in the environment, as 

things moved from bad to worse with the outbreak of the pandemic. 

The only encouragement and empowerment that was available to the researcher was 

reading academic books, novels, romantic stories and other forms of literature. The benefit to 

this is that it has helped the researcher to build up a great writing style, which is beneficial to 

completing tasks and expressing ideas. Indeed, the researcher is of the opinion that a proper 

writing style that is clear and filled with original ideas is a form of empowerment that creates 

opportunities to be part of the society and connect with other people. 

7.6   Implication of Key Findings 

 While this thesis highlights a lot of issues pointing to a less inclusive environment in the 

academy, it is critical to understand how they might impact disabled students as part of a 

disparate group of minorities within the environment in Canadian universities. Gautreaux (2018) 

explains that the impact of a less inclusive environment in the academy cannot be ruled out from 

the experience of Canadian students from minority groups including persons with disabilities. 

The author sums up this point by saying: 

Although the student bodies at Canadian universities have become increasingly more 

diverse, there still remain significant barriers to access, meaningful participation, 

academic success, and achieving an overall sense of well-being and belonging for many 

students, especially those from historically marginalized and underserved communities, 
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including Indigenous and First Nations students, racialized students, queer and trans 

students, students from low-income families, students with immigrant status, students 

with disabilities, first-generation students, and students living in rural areas. (Gautreaux, 

2018, p. 3) 

Apparently, the implication of a less inclusive environment for disabled student as part of the 

minority within Canadian universities are numerous (Bruce & Aylward, 2021; Roberts, 2019).  

Aubrecht & La Monica (2017) in a cross-ethnographic study, affirm that this is because 

the existence of a less inclusive environment produces a situation where disabled students are 

forced to confront situations that affect their academic, social, emotional and physical wellbeing. 

According to one of the authors, “I don’t want to continue feeling ashamed of my disabled 

identity. I’m not. But I am tired of fighting ableist structures of the academy… and having the 

extra work of proving my academic merit to others” (p. 10). 

The concept of ableist structures of the academy in the above literature implies a presence 

of disabling factors that can impact the experience of disabled students. It is on this note that this 

research has identified major disabling factors from an autoethnographic narrative by the 

researcher, while navigating the environment of the academy. The research identifies issues like 

lack of accessible environments for disabled people in the physical space, socio-cultural barriers, 

communication failures between the accessibility team and the entire members of staff at the 

University of Manitoba, as well as racism from the perspective of an international student from 

Nigeria.  

The status of the researcher as an international disabled student helps to highlight the 

diversification of individuals on Canadian campuses, which has been predicted to continue to 

grow (Gautreaux, 2018; Tamtik & Guenter, 2019). However, challenges encountered in relation 
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to the level of inclusion in the environment of the university implies that international students 

with disabilities in Canada are likely to encounter some difficulties while navigating the 

environment of universities. 

This creates a new framework for understanding the concept and trend of equity and 

diversification within the Canadian context. The researcher discusses how racism or racist 

behaviour by some students can impact a functional framework of equity and diversification. 

However, it is unclear to determine the level of impact racism or racist behaviour can have on the 

experience of international students with disabilities.  However, in an academy whereby the 

framework of equity and diversification is well structured for the inclusion of everyone, perhaps 

disabled students can face less challenges in the environment.  Wolbring & Lillywhite (2021) 

succinctly define this: 

Equity, diversity and inclusion (from now on both called EDI) are used as phrases by 

universities in many countries to highlight ongoing efforts to rectify the problems that are 

linked to EDI of students, non-academic staff, and academic staff, whereby the focus 

broadened from gender to include other underrepresented groups, including disabled 

students, disabled non-academic staff, and disabled academic staff.  How EDI efforts are 

operationalized impacts the success and utility of EDI efforts… and impacts the social 

situation of disabled people in general. (p. 1) 

To this end, it can be affirmed that the lack of clear equity and diversification strategies 

can affect the inclusion of disabled students in the environment. This is especially when the 

socio-cultural representation of disabled students are quite vague or critically lacking in the 

academy. For instance, the researcher in this study, describes how individuals within the 

University of Manitoba promoted socio-cultural attitudinal barriers concerning issues relating to 
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disability. To the researcher, a possible factor for this was as a result of the under representation 

of disabled students at the University of Manitoba. The researcher buttresses this point by 

affirming that email communications hardly discussed or highlighted issues relating to disability 

in the academy.  

This under-representation of disabled people in the academy, promotes a less-inclusive 

environment and negatively impacts the participation of persons with disabilities on Canadian 

campuses. According to Hill (1992): 

The reasons for the under-representation of students with disabling conditions at 

Canadian universities have not been determined; however, in order for a student with 

special needs to pursue successfully a program of higher education, two basic obstacles 

must be overcome: (a) specialized services must be provided in order to maximize the 

student’s ability to participate fully in the chosen course of studies, and (b) the campus 

must be physically accessible (i.e., the grounds and buildings must be barrier-free). (p. 

49) 

Apparently, the above remark implies that the researcher in this study is limited by under-

representation as a disabled person within the environment of the University of Manitoba. First, 

the fact that the researcher felt that opportunities for participation were very low, implies that the 

framework for inclusion and diversity at the University of Manitoba requires fundamental design 

on disability issues. The researcher notices that members of the university community had a poor 

channel of communication with the accessibility team and over-relied on them for all matters 

relating to persons with disabilities. This makes issues of accommodation quite tricky for 

disabled students, as poor channels of communication provide situations where the individual is 

left to coordinate the process alone. Svendby (2021) echoes this by stating that “disabled 
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students in Norway often end up coordinating their own accommodations. One of the reasons is 

lack of knowledge and communication between the Disability Office and other staff” (p. 637). 

Similarly, the researcher encountered several issues with the physical environment at the 

University of Manitoba. The overall implication for this is that barriers in the physical space of 

the campus environment isolate disabled students and prevent their visibility in the academic 

community. It is on this note that this work in chapter six discusses the issue of loneliness and 

social isolation caused by mobility barriers in the physical environment. This issue of loneliness 

and social isolation among other things like attitudinal barriers based on ableism and racism in 

the case of the researcher, creates emotional distress for disabled students in the academic 

environment. Unfortunately, the Covid-19 outbreak in early 2020 and the transition to online 

platforms as a response to managing the pandemic, has perhaps made the issue of isolation more 

challenging for disabled people. 

7.6   Covid-19 and the changing dynamics in the academic environment for disabled 

students 

In early 2020, top news stations like the CNN and BBC filled the airways with the story 

about a new respiratory pandemic first called Corona-virus and later Covid-19. It was pointed 

out that the World Health Organization (WHO) was trying to ascertain its origin and behaviour, 

and provided prescribed prevention methods like washing of hands regularly and social 

distancing in public places (Kelly, 2020; Regan et al., 2020). The researcher recall how the topic 

of a global virus was a major discussion everywhere he visited at the time, including the 

University of Manitoba and other public institutions like the CNIB in Winnipeg. At this time, 

everyone acted and talked like a scientist, as they expressed their views on the pattern of the 

virus. Consequently, the general view and opinion from the scientific community was not 
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encouraging in terms of the behaviour and pattern of the outbreak. Shereen et al. (2020) highlight 

a significant view: “The coronavirus disease 19 (COVID-19) is a highly transmittable and 

pathogenic viral infection caused by severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-

CoV-2)” (p. 91). In the same vein, describing it as a pneumonia, Zhou et al. (2020) appear to be 

in no doubt about the infectious and deadly nature of the disease by explaining that “The 

epidemic, which started on 12 December 2019, had caused 2,794 laboratory-confirmed 

infections including 80 deaths by 26 January 2020” (p. 270). As a result of the pattern of the 

pandemic, cultures and known ways of living were altered by policies of nations as they tried to 

cope with Covid-19. As highlighted by Hiscott et al. (2020), “The coronavirus pandemic has 

engulfed the nations of the world for the first five months of 2020 and altered the pace, fabric 

and nature of our lives” (p. 1). 

In response to the virus, governmental policies throughout the world adopted a similar 

response by closing major sectors of the society in what Altavilla et al. (2020) describe as “the 

great lockdown” while explaining that “the worldwide spread of the coronavirus and the 

associated containment measures launched during the first half of 2020 led to a shutdown in 

many economic activities, including part of the banking sector” (p. 1). This closure of major 

sectors like education sector/universities for instance felt like a global holiday for the researcher 

at the beginning, as it gave me the opportunity to take my mind off all major activities for a 

while. At this time, the researcher did not have to go for classes, because the school took a while 

to organize the process of online meetings. Consequently, for the first time in two years, the 

researcher had the opportunity to view a movie in his room without being bothered about doing 

something else with his time. In fact, the researcher holds the view that it will not be wrong to 

state here that the world at the time was at a standstill. However, in response to the great 
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lockdown, major sectors and institutions began to conduct activities online, which was also 

adopted by the University of Manitoba as everyone was advised to learn from home. 

This process of conducting activities online through virtual video conferencing, became known 

as the “new-normal” and was to characterize major events from 2020 onward. According to 

Corpuz (2021), “A year after COVID-19 pandemic has emerged, we have suddenly been forced 

to adapt to the ‘new normal’: work-from-home setting…” (p. 344). However, as a disabled 

person who is blind, the researcher would say that adapting to the new normal has been very 

challenging for him. Consequently, the researcher thinks the new normal has been challenging 

for a lot of disabled people, as Phillip et al. (2020) state, “Several months into the COVID-19 

pandemic, it has been quite clear that the pandemic and the systemic responses it has forced – 

including the initial lockdown, the world’s largest on human movements... have compounded the 

challenges faced by Persons with Disabilities (PWD)” (p. 46). In the situation of the researcher, 

the challenges located in online facilities have presented me with accessibility difficulties and as 

such, affected my ability to join meetings and complete work or learning related activities on 

various virtual platforms. For instance, it was very difficult for the researcher to join Zoom 

activities, because he has struggled to access it with his screen reader. To this end, if the 

researcher has nobody to assist with the technical process (which is often the case) then he might 

not be part of that meeting or discussion. The researcher recalls a situation in early 2020, wherein 

he had to leave his home in search for someone to connect to an evening class via zoom, but the 

place he got help was filled with noise and he had to cope with it throughout the duration of the 

lecture. Suffice to state here that the sudden nature of the transfer to online activities changed the 

dynamics for disabled people like the researcher who has struggled with the learning process for 

understanding online virtual platforms and the steps for accessible connections. In a study 
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conducted by Gin et al. (2021), an assessment on the transition to online platforms and the 

impact on disabled people is identified by explaining that 

The COVID-19 pandemic caused nearly all colleges and universities to transition in-

person courses to an online format. In this study, we explored how the rapid transition to 

online instruction during the COVID-19 pandemic affected students with disabilities.... 

we identified that students were unable to access previously established accommodations, 

such as reduced-distraction testing and note-takers. We also found that the online 

learning environment presented novel challenges for students with disabilities. (p. 1) 

In a nutshell, the transition from in person activities to online platforms has caused a lot of 

challenges for persons with disability to successfully participate in events in virtual 

environments. In my opinion, this raises the question of further under-representation and 

marginalization of disabled people in universities, as participation is key to being recognized 

within and beyond the academic community. According to Mullins & Mitchell (2021), 

Following the World Health Organization’s announcement of the global pandemic 

because of the Coronavirus Disease 2019, most Canadian universities transitioned to 

offering their courses exclusively online. One group affected by this transition was 

students with disabilities... However, their unique needs are often not taken into 

consideration. As a result, students can become marginalized and alienated from the 

online classroom. (p. 13) 

Indeed, the transition from in person to online class activities prevented the researcher from full 

participation, as he has been unable to master the functions of the platforms like raising of hand, 

muting or unmuting himself, and other related functions. Consequently, the issue of transition to 

online activities, also affects the participation of disabled students in the general academic 
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community. For instance, when the University of Manitoba Active Living Centre/fitness and 

gymnastics reopened online, the researcher could not participate because there was no indication 

that they had a way of integrating persons with disabilities in their proceedings. To this end, it 

can be argued that the gradual transition to a new normal could present a lot of disabled people 

with challenges, both within the classroom and the campus environment in general. Thus, the 

changing dynamics of a new normal needs improved access and planning of platforms to 

properly accommodate disabled people.  

In addition, the use of online platforms has in many ways limited the opportunities for 

disabled people to socialize or interact with people outside their regular domain or homes. This 

has potentially increased the level of loneliness and isolation for disabled people as a result of 

not being able to go out regularly due to the restrictions introduced in the Covid-19 era. 

According to Shafiq et al. (2020), “Social isolation and loneliness are serious health concerns for 

adults with disabilities. COVID-19 has magnified the problem” (p. 1). In the situation of the 

researcher, going to school was very interesting as it gave me the opportunity to interact with 

people and make new friends if possible. For the researcher, meeting people outside the house 

just had a way of improving his mood, but with the ‘less-contact environment’ due to Covid-19, 

interacting with people has become a rare occurrence. In the same vein, it has become very 

difficult to access simple assistance, like someone helping to read a letter or piece of paper for 

the researcher. For instance, prior to the Covid-19, the researcher usually took his letters to the 

management of his building to help read them out to him, but with the introduction of a ‘less-

contact environment’ with people, he has struggled with this. Hence, it will not be out of point to 

state that Covid-19 has increased the challenges faced as a disabled person, not just with the 

virus itself, but as a result of the environmental and social changes in the community. 
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7.7   Conclusion 

 This chapter highlights a plethora of issues that affected the researcher and disabled 

student at the University of Manitoba. In my opinion, the existence of the various issues 

discussed in the chapter creates an environment that lacks inclusion for disabled students in the 

academy. However, with the framework of equity and diversity as a major trend for inclusion, I 

am hopeful that the academy would be more inclusive for disabled students soon. But the process 

of developing an inclusive framework must include disabled people to arrive at a comprehensive 

procedure for social inclusion in online platforms and the general community. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT: PERSONAL OPINION ON INCLUSION, ALTERNATIVE 

THEORY AND AREAS FOR FUTURE STUDIES 

8.1   Introduction 

 Earlier in this work, I discussed the Igbo conceptual framework of the world as a 

marketplace. I am applying this to conceptualize my pursuit of education within the academy. I 

believe the academy could be considered as a marketplace for purchasing scholarly learning and 

gaining possible increase in social awareness. This procedure from my experience, is done by 

learning from a knowledgeable individual or individuals, who often bear the title of professor. 

 The professor is there to exchange acquired knowledge and experience, while the student 

is in practical truth, a buyer. It therefore means that, without a party involved, the meaning of the 

university as it currently exists might not be able to take place. Consequently, the student as a 

buyer of knowledge meets other prospective buyers who collectively form the student body.  On 

the other hand, the professor as an academic body is the main holder of knowledge, and students 

are in the university to shop for important knowledge in life. Although this idea is open to 

discussions and could be dismissed, this is my opinion for understanding my role in this 

research. 

8.2   Explaining the Perspective of the World as a Marketplace and the Inclusion of 

Disabled People 

Unlike most children in my community, it was a common occurrence for me to regularly 

visit the market after school. While the special school I attended as a child with disability did not 

offer me the best academic experience, the process of going to school and returning home every 

day was quite stressful for my parents. This was due to the fact that the only special school in the 
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city was some distance away from where I lived, and no system of transportation existed to 

convey pupils to and from school. But luckily the school was close to my mom’s office at the 

time.  So, she would take me to school in the morning and my dad would usually pick me up 

later in the day. However, it was sometimes difficult for my dad to make the school trip to get 

me from that part of the city. So, on such days, the school trip was done by my mom, who would 

take me to her office, where I would stay with her until she closed for the day. 

Anyways, after the office she had an enterprise in the outskirt of the market square, and 

she would go there to check what her sales agent had done for the day. While they discussed 

sales and talked about things in general, I would wonder off and see things around the market. 

This was before I became totally blind, so I was able to move around in an environment that 

would rather present great accessibility challenges to me now. The experience was very 

educating as the environment was different from what I saw in my neighborhood. 

In the market I was what you would consider as a lone child, as I had no friend there and 

such situations could lead to kidnap, but this did not stop me from wondering around. In my 

sessions of wondering around, I discovered various facts.  First, traders did not trade on the same 

goods and services. Though you could have a section of foodstuff for instance, the traders might 

specialize in different farm produce.  Consequently, I also recognized that various stores were 

not furnished the same way. Some stores displayed affluence and achievement, some showed an 

average venture, while others represented a collection of struggling masses. In the same vein, 

some individuals were very prominent in the market, while some had nothing to even sell and 

just wandered about, interacting with different people. I also took note of disabled persons who 

were often limited in their abilities to trade, but still came to offer their services every day and 

did jobs like basket weaving and shoe mending. Consequently, the inability of disabled people 
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was not directly as a result of their disability, but due to the inaccessibility of the environment 

and market system. 

To this end, the saying by the Igbos that the world is a marketplace, or we are in this life 

to trade, ‘Uwa bu ahia,’ might be largely true, but the participation of disabled people in that 

structure is another story. In a bid to understand the conceptual framework of the word as a 

market and the participation of humans within it, it is important to have a working definition of 

the structure. Unfortunately, it is difficult to provide a globally accepted and encompassing 

definition of the market. This is because of the ever-evolving nature of the concept and the 

eclectic forms available in the global domain (Karppinen & Hallvard, 2014). To this end, a loose 

but somewhat inclusive definition of the market would be helpful in presenting an analytic 

framework for this work.  The market herein after, would be considered according to the 

perspective of Farrell & Shapiro (2010) who discuss the concept as a social structure that allows 

the act of exchange. 

In this way, the market can be seen as a place where people can interact, exchange ideas 

and favours, provide goods and services, as well as pursue learning through apprentice programs. 

In the Igbo culture, the market holds a position of centrality in everyday life. It could be for this 

reason that the days of the week amongst the Igbos are named according to the market days: Eke, 

Orie, Afo and Nkwo. It is to the market that every individual takes what they have with the aim 

to exchange it for what they might need. To this end, those with more resources or with greater 

strength in life are in the position of taking more things home, since they have a stronger 

negotiating power (Agozino & Anyanike, 2007). However, this should not lead to arrogance and 

oppression by such individuals, as it could lead to their downfall. To this end, Otakpor (1996) 

points out, 
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“uwa bu afia, is a reminder that the world is not a permanent place of abode just as a 

market is not. It draws attention to the fact that the only permanent phenomenon is 

temporality. It is a warning against the mindless monuments which we erect because of 

insensitivity to our otherness.” (p 530) 

To the Igbos, the world is open to the interaction between humans and spirits, and it is possible 

to offend them with such attitude (Mbabuike, 1996). It is on this note that Achebe (1958) in a 

fictional narrative, tells the story of a powerful wrestler who defeats a lot of people on earth and 

decides to go into the spirit world for a greater challenge. On getting there, he defeats a lot of 

spirits as well. The wrestler is commended for the great fighting skills showcased but is told to 

end the fight and go back. However, he feels he needed more battles, so the spirits bring his chi 

for him. The chi is flexible and just as powerful as the wrestler. The wrestler tries all his tricks 

and eventually he gets tired and is defeated by the chi (Achebe, 1958). 

While this narrative provides a basis for humility amongst individuals in the premises of 

power, it also points to the fact that no one should wrestle with their chi. In the Igbo traditional 

religion, the chi as a Personal god or guardian spirit, can be said to have the master plan of 

individuals and must be followed with humility and devotion, so as to actualize a person’s 

destiny in this life (Onyibor, 2020). Chukwukere (1983) also points out that the chi could be 

considered as the god in every individual or the energy that forms the basis of a person’s 

personality. The chi is also considered to work with the more central power called Eke in 

promoting the destiny of an individual (Chukwukere, 1983). Hence, individuals with lesser 

resources should not be jealous of others, rather it should lead them to negotiate with their chi to 

teach them how to advance their wealth and resources with the little they have.  
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This collaborates with the biblical parable of the talent (New English Translation Bible, 

n.d., Matt. 25:14-30). According to the parable of the talent, a man was on a journey. Before 

leaving, he entrusted his property worth about 8 talents to his servants. To one, he gave five 

talents. To another, he gave two talents. And to the other, he gave one talent. On returning from 

the journey, he received ten from the one that received five talents, four from the one that was 

offered two, but did not get any increase from the one that he gave one. To this, he became angry 

and took the one talent from the servant and added it to the one with ten. 

This illustration points out that, it is necessary for humans to try to make the best use of 

what resources that has been handed over to them in life. In the case of disabled people like 

myself, it simply means that we should make use of what space we find ourselves within in the 

market of life. There should be a mindset of trying to increase our position in the world market, 

even when society is less inclusive and presents challenges of ableism. This means that even 

when disabled people are not as successful as their non-disabled peers, they should avoid regrets 

and learn to make best use of the talent they have in day-to-day activities.  

8.3   Growing Up in a Family within the Academic Community and Seemingly Finding My 

Talent  

Growing at the heart of academia in Nigeria was not easy. This is because, as a disabled 

person, I constantly felt inferior, and a lot of people did not fail to remind me of things I could 

not do. I remember people telling me, “Hey, look at that boy. You guys are friends, right? He can 

read and write and here you are struggling to spell your name.” This was coupled with the fact 

that, prior to losing my sight completely, I saw a lot of books in our personal study, and they 

made me wonder what my future would be like, as I could not read them. This was before I ever 
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heard about blind people using the computer with screen readers like JAWS or even electronic 

textbooks. 

In scholarly or academic discussions in my house, my knowledge was practically non-

existent, as the only thing I did at a young age was to listen to music. The discussions often 

centered on literature, economics, general medicine, law and the political state of Nigeria. But I 

was too shy as I did not have much to contribute then and was happy that I was in fact the 

youngest, as I was able to avoid any pressure that comes with being silent. Another major issue 

was speaking the English language correctly. This was problematic for me, as I did not feel 

confident about myself, since the schools I attended did not have very effective ways to teaching 

the subject. I only spoke Pidgin English at school with my friends, so was very ineffective with 

the language at home. I thought this was only possible in Nigeria or broadly speaking, in post-

colonial African countries, until I read the fictional narrative by Archer (2008). Although a 

fiction, the book narrates the impact of a poor secondary school education on a young man in 

East London, England and subsequent inability to communicate properly in Standard English 

Language. As narrated by Archer (2008), the main character, Danny Cartwright, was framed for 

murder by a group of Cambridge graduates in a pub while celebrating his engagement with his 

fiancé in company with her brother Bernie.  The story saw Danny and Bernie, who was his best 

friend as well, go into a confrontation with the Cambridge graduates over words about the fiancé. 

Her brother was murdered by a guy called Spencer Craig, and Danny was framed to have 

murdered his best friend. Because of his poor educational background and inability to 

communicate in very good English, he was unable to defend himself in court and got a harsh 

sentence to a maximum centre called Belmarsh Prison (Archer, 2008). 
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However, unlike Danny Cartwright in the story, I learnt from people the basis of 

analytical presentation and logical reasoning. This was as a result of listening to family friends 

and members of my house talk about different subjects and debate over their opinions. 

Gradually, I systematically began to fuse the various skills I got from different people to form 

the basis of my own education. Consequently, the various analytical and argumentative skills I 

gathered from listening to people from multiple subjects has greatly influenced my way of 

viewing academic procedures and got me interested in pursuing a career in academia. In view of 

the development of my career goals, Hargrove et al. (2005) have provided a perception for 

understanding the impact of family interaction patterns and the process of establishing an 

occupational interest. The authors affirm that the family environment, i.e. quality of family 

relationship and level of family orientation, could be considered as major factors in career 

planning and the development of vocational identities among young people (Hargrove et al., 

2005). 

Although, while the pursuit of a career in academics may look like a great plan, I 

understand it is very difficult for disabled people to be members of academia. This is as a result 

of multiple barriers that exist with the academic community for disabled people, including issues 

relating to lack of acceptance by other members. 

8.4   Understanding barriers to the pursuit of a career in academia as a disabled person  

 It is not surprising that a lot of barriers exist for disabled people to pursue a career in 

academia. This is especially when one considers the privileged nature of academic institutions 

for rich white males in its history. Unfortunately, most institutions around the world that have 

followed the European model have found it difficult, if not considered unnecessary, to divest 

themselves from the cultural, procedural behaviour and architectural configuration of the ideal 
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academic environment as designed by scholars of mediaeval European centers (Castellia et al., 

2012). While this perhaps fulfils the fantasy of a lot of people, it is in fact a source of exclusion 

for persons with disabilities. The reason for this is not farfetched, as the privileged members of 

the social order of mediaeval Europe paid little attention to the inclusion of persons with 

disabilities in the society. Hence, academic institutions, in a bid to uphold the designs by 

privileged scholars of mediaeval times without appropriate and consistent review, are bound to 

fall into the difficulties of maintaining the status quo of exclusion for disabled people to be part 

of academia (Dolmage, 2017). 

In their work, Brown & Leigh (2020) provide a theoretical analysis of the impact of being 

disabled or having chronic ailment in academia. The work details how issues like disclosing 

one’s disability or chronic ailment for instance, is still a major problem for professionals in 

academia, as they may not be easily accepted. While growing up, I recognized the difficulties for 

professionals in academia to disclose their inability in my local institution in Nigeria. This was 

largely due to disclosing issues like that making a person more likely to lose their job or become 

a laughingstock in the academic community. This perception of ableism in academia could 

possibly create a feeling of discomfort for disabled faculty members. Disabled faculty members 

even after disclosing their disability may not get the required accommodation for their day-to-

day task. It is on this note that Waterfield et al. (2017) point out that in Canada, disabled faculty 

members are often left to manage their own accommodation in a lot of encounters; “few 

universities have offices providing support to disabled faculty members and fewer than half have 

written policy regarding processes for accommodation” (p. 330). 

Indeed, the consideration of issues like accepting disabled faculty members in academia 

and the provision of accommodation by institutions has often made me question my investment 
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to pursue career in academics. I remember a situation in Nigeria when a faculty member in an 

academic institution in my community lost his sight and made it known to the university. A lot of 

people kicked against allowing him to continue with his job. Consequently, he was only able to 

keep his job and got some form of acceptance with the intervention of a disability rights group. 

This lack of acceptance of disabled people by members of the academic community creates a 

great barrier for disabled people worldwide. In plain words, it is a major point of discrimination 

in universities that prevent disabled people from having equal opportunities with their non-

disabled peers in academia (Brown & Leigh, 2020; Waterfield et al., 2017). In class discussions 

at the department of Disability Studies, professors often highlighted how members of the 

academic community are still finding it difficult to accept disabled people or persons with 

chronic ailment on the teaching side of the desk. 

In all this, the influence of cultural and societal view of disabled people cannot be 

discarded from the lack of acceptance by the academic community (Dolmage, 2017). This is 

because while the academic community may consider itself highly independent from external 

control, there exists a strong interconnection with the social and cultural values of the 

community where it resides (Jongbloed et al., 2008).  

8.5   Cross-cultural experience as a disabled person in the Canadian and Nigerian Society 

It is not an easy task to analyze the concept and operations of culture in multiple 

societies. This is as a result of the dynamic nature of the concept in relations to the role of 

institutions and individuals in formulating and sustaining cultural values (Hanel et al., 2018). To 

this end, Inglis (2005) explains culture as all the ways of thinking, understanding, feeling, 

believing and acting characteristic of a particular group that is imbued in an individual through 
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socialization. This explanation points to culture as a way of life of a particular group, which 

cannot be replicated by individuals in a different society. 

However, I think it is imperative to point out that as a disabled person with visual 

impairment, I experience cultures differently. For me, cultures or cultural values do not represent 

the way of life of a particular group or society, but the way disabled people are treated amongst 

other individuals. In other words, the experience of culture to me refers to the inclusion of 

disabled people within the total way of life in a group or society. It is based on this experiential 

definition that I will talk about regarding moving from Nigeria to the Canadian society as an 

international student. 

 The cultural experience in Canada and Nigeria has a common point of similarity but is 

quite different in a lot of ways for me. This is because when disability is present, the struggles 

within the society cannot be excluded when discussing cultural experience. However, the 

experience of a disabled person in Canada would have less barriers to interfere with the process 

due to the flawed but recognizable elements of inclusion in Canadian institutions (Stienstra, 

2018). At this point, it is important to highlight that Canada is one of the most advanced 

countries in the world and a leader in inclusion and diversity (Lei & Guo, 2022). On the other 

hand, Nigeria is a struggling and underdeveloped country that is perhaps still trying to 

incorporate some fragments of inclusion within its borders (Akobo, 2016). Thus, there is bound 

to be some level of benefits that a disabled person would have access to in Canada that would not 

be readily available for individuals in a society like Nigeria. While benefits like healthcare, 

disability credit and social assistance may be taken for granted, in my opinion, they greatly 

impact how an individual might be placed within the cultural frame of things. This is because 
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having more recognition in societal institutions presents disabled people with the ability to act 

independently within the culture where they reside. 

It is on this note that the cultural expectation of disabled people in Canada is to be more 

independent and lead a productive life just like every other individual. This is recognizable in 

most activities where I observed, like schools, the work environment, the transportation system 

and even in religious centers.  Although, it should be clear that I believe the level of recognition 

in Canadian institutions is rather low. However, it creates a pathway of inclusion for disabled 

people. This is since the institutions are set up to promote the self-determination of persons with 

disabilities. Consequently, disabled people within Canadian society are recognized by the 

cultural institutions, though barriers exist that prevent the inclusion of persons with disabilities in 

day-to-day affairs.  

On the other hand, Nigeria has struggled with the acceptance of disability at both the 

cultural and individual level. For instance, I explain in chapter four that, in Nigeria, the main 

belief is that disabled people can only get help from religious centres and there should be no 

need for persons with disabilities to lead an independent life. This view is even present in 

academia where disabled people are openly discouraged from attending higher education. 

Disabled people are considered unfit for society and I remember situations when I was in 

secondary school, whereby people acted like they were scared that I would attack them 

spiritually. This points to the fact that, in most cultures in Nigeria, there is the belief that disabled 

people are rejected by the ancestors and as such, should not be allowed to participate in the 

society. This affects the lives of disabled people as they are hidden from the public by family 

members to avoid being ostracized or facing harmful discrimination from members of the 

society.  
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In summary, I would say there is a big difference in my experience between the Canadian 

and Nigerian society. For instance, when I arrived in Canada, most people asked for how I might 

require their help. In the Nigerian society, whatever help you get, you must accept, and in most 

cases, you are not asked for the way you should be helped. So, when I got people, especially at 

the University of Manitoba, asking me if they could hold my hand to lead me (prior to the 

pandemic) I was thrilled. In another situation, when I go to religious centres, people are 

welcoming me, and I easily get to talk to several members before leaving the premises. This was 

quite different in Nigeria, wherein people see you as a beggar or miracle seeker, once you step 

into centers of worship, especially churches in my own case. I remember a situation when a 

reverend advised me to visit his friend who was a pastor in the city where I was residing in 

Nigeria. On getting to the church, the pastor avoided me and instructed his members to inform 

me that he was very busy in his office. This is as I could hear him talk close by and I felt I was 

properly dressed to avoid this kind of situation in the first place. In any case, it should not be 

suggested that I have not experienced such attitudinal challenges in Canada. 

I think Canadian society, while creating opportunities for inclusion, is also set up to 

promote some level of attitudinal challenges for disabled people. This is referred to as ableism, 

wherein disabled people are affected by the behaviour of individuals that value a certain form of 

the human body and mental capacity over others. For instance, I remember how I was told to 

leave an office where I went for an interview, just because when I applied, I did not indicate my 

disability status. When he saw I was disabled (the interviewer), he had a different opinion of me 

working there. The man told me that the centre could not organize an interview for me, even 

when I told him that I was sure I will be able to do the interview and eventually would be a good 
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fit for the job. And the funny aspect is that, on their website, disabled people are welcomed to 

apply for jobs. 

This points to the fact that Canadian societal institutions to a great extent recognize 

disabled people, but one cannot rule out the negative effect of ableism. Thus, in both Canadian 

and Nigerian society, there is the need to promote the inclusion of disability at all levels of the 

society. This is necessary in creating an inclusive process where disabled people would face less 

attitudinal challenges in their day-to-day affairs. 

8.6   Promoting an Inclusive Society in Theory 

This work makes use of the social inclusion model as a basis for analyzing the impact of 

various barriers to disabled people in the society and by extension, the academic community. The 

social inclusion model has proven to be instrumental in presenting societal flaws that create a 

disabling environment. This disabling environment is responsible for preventing disabled people 

from participating in the community, like the campus environment for instance, and enjoying a 

fulfilling life. In practical terms, the social inclusion model is a great tool for promoting the 

awareness of disability issues in the community. This basically places the model in the domain of 

an informative procedure, though it is opened to acting as a medium for prescribing and 

analyzing best practice towards disabled people.  

This makes it somewhat important for the social inclusion model to work with additional 

models for guiding the informative process and creating a substantial level of consciousness of 

disability issues at the individual level in the society. Indeed, the individual forms the basis of 

every society, as the self, helps promote established cultural values and patterns or acts as a 

building block for creating a new social paradigm in the society (Schwartz, 2011). Thus, in the 

interaction between the self and the society, there is the need for individuals to be conscious of 



  126 

 

disability issues in the socio-political process. This involves the acceptance of disability or 

disabled people as an integral aspect of the society and the consciousness of the self (me) in 

establishing or promoting a responsive and inclusive environment. 

On this note, this work postulates the creation of an inclusive consciousness theory as a 

normative concept for analyzing disability issues. The inclusive consciousness theory implies the 

need for individuals to constantly appraise themselves as actors that could possibly promote the 

inclusion of disabled people in the society. The postulation of this model could be informed by 

two main theories: the dialogical self-theory and the rational choice theory. 

The dialogical self-theory discusses the communication process that helps the individual 

to ingest the external society of people, by pretending to hold several dialogs with various 

personalities within the mind. The dialogical process helps the individual to understand people 

within their sphere of recognition through a process of populating the mind with various 

personalities and attempting to connect with them within the self. In this way, the self becomes a 

conscious actor that can define a suitable environment for dealing with the external society 

(Hermans, 2001). 

However, the emphasis on the process of defining suitable assumptions may defeat the 

need for normalization in the appraisal of disability issues. It is on this ground that the individual 

should adopt a rational approach in their conceptualization of disabled people. This brings the 

rational choice theory into the framework of the inclusive consciousness model. Basically, the 

rational choice theory is a concept in sociology and economics as well as other related fields that 

describes individuals as actors who constantly evaluate the cost and benefits of their action in 

social interaction. This social behavior often acts as the core motivation of their actions, no 

matter how irrational it might look (Scott, 2000). However, the inclusive consciousness theory 
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would slightly deviate from this view and recognize the rational choice theory as the ability of 

individuals to engage in self-reflection and education on social inclusion and apply the learned 

experience in disability issues. In this way, the rational choice theory considers the individual as 

being responsible for gaining some form of information on social inclusion and adopting such 

values in a way that would help promote a substantial level of inclusive consciousness in their 

social interaction.  

At this time, let us have a step-by-step analysis of the inclusive consciousness model in a 

university setting. The inclusive consciousness model begins with the self. The self here means 

both persons with disabilities and other individuals in the university community. First, the 

inclusive consciousness considers every individual as a community influencing actor. Then it 

moves to the self as a person with disability, who must learn to accept themselves as an actor 

within the academic community. This would raise the consciousness of the individual as a 

member of the inclusive process in the academic community and therefore they must see 

themselves as required actors that can engage in fulfilling interactions and the pursuit of self-

determination. The next step considers other individuals in the academic community as actors 

within the inclusive process that should be conscious of respectable social values that promotes 

the inclusion of disabled people. At this stage, inclusive conscious actors should be interested in 

learning about social inclusion and keeping themselves updated on the best behaviour towards 

persons with disabilities in the community. 

However, the learning process for a lot of individuals might be quite difficult and 

challenging. It is to this end that it becomes necessary for the governing bodies and various 

forms of communication teams and procedures to engage in inclusive consciousness efforts that 

would make the information on the inclusion of persons with disabilities readily accessible to 
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people. This does not have to necessarily be in large volumes of information, but could take the 

form of little chunks of ideas that would help awaken the minds of individuals to inclusive 

consciousness and promote the trend in the academic community. To this end, individuals would 

be able to make rational decisions according to their knowledge and empathy towards the 

inclusion of disabled people. At this stage, rational efforts should not imply a particular way of 

interacting with every disabled person, but appraising the environment to adopt best steps for the 

inclusion of various individuals with disabilities. To Dolmage (2017), the teaching of the 

inclusion of disability at various levels of education and in almost all subjects could help 

promote the consciousness of individuals on their inclusive responsibility.  

The inclusive consciousness model then requires formal decision makers at the 

institutional level to promote the inclusion of disabled people through their actions and social 

process. This signifies that formal decision makers should be conscious of the inclusion of 

disabled people when making decisions and should be arrived at through a rational process with 

a substantial level of inclusive consciousness and consultation with the disability community.  

In any case, while the inclusive consciousness model presented in this work could be a 

way of analyzing normative issues affecting disabled people, the social inclusion model remains 

the widely accepted explanation in Disability Studies. The social inclusion model has been tested 

and proven to be valid in the study of disability issues in multiple societies. Therefore, any model 

or theory that is developed must hope to work with it and not attempt to displace the social 

inclusion conceptual framework of disability issues in the current society and time of humanity. 

8.7   Area for Future Studies 

This study addresses the experience of an international disabled graduate student at the 

University of Manitoba. The essential elements of the findings in the research look at issues like 
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barriers in the physical and socio-cultural environment and how these affect the participation of 

disabled students in the academy. The research, however, discusses how the lack of opportunities 

for the participation of disabled students could be as a result of a void in the operations of an 

inclusive and diverse framework in the academy. 

To this end, future studies could be conducted in the following areas: 

• Disabled students and the exploration of inclusive frameworks in the academy. 

• Understanding the impact of social values on the experiences of disabled students in the 

academy. 

• Exploring international disabled students and impact of the environment on academic 

learning. 

• Exploring the inclusive consciousness theory as a model for understanding the interaction 

of disabled people with other societal elements like members of the academic 

community. 

8.8   Process 

The process of this work relies completely on the narrative of a disabled graduate student 

from Nigeria studying at the University of Manitoba. The personal narrative was totally based on 

real events, though the researcher did not include the names of people for obvious issues relating 

to image rights. The events are narrated to provide answers to the main research questions of 

this work which were:  

 How is the environment of the University of Manitoba inclusive of disabled students?   

Secondary questions:  

(a)  How do current attitudes toward disability affect interactions between disabled students  

 and staff members at the University of Manitoba?  
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 (b) What social barriers exist that hinder the participation of disabled students in activities at 

 the University of Manitoba?  

  

 In the background section of the work, concepts like campus environment, socio-cultural 

definition of disability, ableism and academic ableism, as well as inclusive framework for 

disabled students in universities are highlighted to provide context for answers to the research 

questions. These concepts inform the literature review process which evaluates works based on 

the self-reflections of authors. The review process examines the following themes: 

▪ Opinions of diversity and inclusion of disabled students in self-reflective studies.  

▪ Narratives on issues affecting the social environment for disabled students in higher 

education. Personal experience on navigating emotional challenges in an ableist 

environment of higher education. 

 The work then makes use of the social inclusion theory as the analytical framework. The 

methodology relies on the autoethnographic research method for data collection. This gives the 

researcher enormous opportunity to provide personal narrative on the process of navigating the 

academy as a disabled student. Consequently, the narrative process begins from the childhood 

stage of the individual to provide some background on the researcher as a visually impaired 

person. It then explains how this affected the researcher academically, especially in relations to 

the quality of education received from the elementary to secondary level. 

 In this way, the researcher provides a substantial account on how the lack of quality 

education and social inclusion at the elementary and secondary school level impact negatively on 

the subsequent learning and integration process at the university. This was especially noticeable 

at the undergraduate level, which almost became a disaster save for the assistance provided by 
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friends and family members. The researcher explains how ableism is a common theme in the 

higher education experience in Nigerian universities, which is very intense at the graduate level. 

The narrative then takes a shift to Canada where the researcher was hoping to get a substantial 

level of social inclusion and academic integration at the University of Manitoba. However, issues 

relating to racism, ableism, socio-cultural barriers, isolation because of poor access to the 

environment, and difficulties in gaining participation in campus activities provided some level of 

reality shock for the researcher. 

To this end, the answers to the research questions can be summarized as follows: 

The environment of the University of Manitoba might be a great place for the regular student, 

but still requires a lot of effort to be fully accessible for students with disabilities like the 

researcher. This includes planning alternative routes for disabled students in situations of 

construction work, fixing inaccessible sections of old buildings and providing increased support 

for disabled students at all levels of the university. The work points out that the presence of 

socio-cultural barriers affected the researcher’s experience of social interaction and integration as 

a disabled person, which was made worse by some level of racism among the student body. 

The researcher also had issues with participating in events on campus because a lot of staff 

and the graduate student body leaves such issues to the accessibility team for creating an 

enabling environment for disabled people. 

It is on this note that the work introduces a model for disability issues called the inclusive 

consciousness model. The inclusive consciousness model is meant to stimulate individuals to 

adopt more levels of inclusion in relating with persons with disabilities. It describes a normative 

process that could be helpful in improving the environment and social interaction for disabled 
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people in society. However, as the theory was only introduced in this work, it will be great to see 

how it is utilized and discussed in future studies. 

In the final analysis, the acceptance of disability in the society would go a long way in 

creating an inclusive process for disabled people. In academia where this thesis is almost entirely 

based for instance, the creation of inclusive frameworks must emphasize the social recognition of 

the actual situation of disabled people. This could be achieved by providing a true representation 

of disabled people according to their views on disability and shared stories of life experiences.  

This will help inform the academic society of the pains, aspirations and barriers confronting the 

idea of social inclusion of various disabilities. 

8.9   Concluding Remarks 

I feel it is important to point out that the process of writing this thesis has been 

emotionally stressful for me. This is not because of the regular difficulties that come with 

producing a thesis, though that might be part of it, but as a result of the fact that I had to go to 

places in my memory I have tried to discard. In my personal experience living as a disabled 

person, I must say that there are issues relating to mistreatment and perhaps display of hatred as a 

result of the presence of a disability that creates a deep feeling of wonderment on why such 

socio-cultural issues exist. In my opinion, this mistreatment towards persons with disability like 

myself produces an environment that almost completely prevents the possible inclusion and 

fulfillment of disabled people in institutions and cultural aspects of the society. Hence, writing 

this thesis could add to the growing trend of activism for social inclusion and create further 

awareness on issues facing disabled people in the process of getting educated. 

Indeed, during several discussions with people from various backgrounds, there is always 

a curiosity regarding how disabled people get educated. This points to the fact that ignorance 
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could form a major cause of discrimination for disabled people, especially at the individual level. 

Although, ignorance itself should not be blamed for the lack of inclusion, but perhaps increasing 

the awareness of disability issues could awaken the minds of a lot of people towards a more 

socio-cultural and environmental barrier free society for disabled people. To this end, an 

appraisal of the descriptive process of the academic life of an individual with a disability in this 

work might just be a good start for a lot of people in the quest of creating an inclusive society. 

8.10   Recommendations 

The environment of the academy at the University of Manitoba has been highlighted in 

this research to be less inclusive for disabled students. Although the findings of the research 

relates to the investigation of a single Canadian university, it can be used as a way to solve issues 

faced by disabled students in a lot of academic institutions. The way forward for the inclusion of 

disabled students requires a multi-policy approach and systematic combination of inclusive 

procedures that would involve disabled people and members of the general academic or wider 

society. To this end, this research suggests the following recommendations: 

• Create a framework that promotes equity, diversity and inclusion for disabled people. It is 

important to have a framework that people can understand and work with in creating an inclusive 

environment for disabled people in the academy. This approach would include the participation 

of disabled people in the creation and monitoring of such framework, so as to ensure that the 

intended goals are met. 

• Promote the participation of disabled people in all aspects of the academy. The lack of 

representation of disabled people in the academy cultivates a hostile environment for socio-

cultural discrimination. Though issues concerning socio-cultural discrimination cannot be 
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eradicated with a single policy or systematic procedure, it will allow people in the academy to be 

aware of the presence of disabled people and ensure that their potentials are recognized. 

• Ensure the inclusion of disabled people in all forms of communication. It is very 

important to ensure that the forms of communication in the academy, include and relate to the 

realities of disabled people. This can be regarded as an essential aspect of inclusive procedures in 

the academy, as it promotes the participation of disabled people and ensures disability issues are 

well represented in the affairs of the institution. 

• Make accessibility issues a matter of general interest in the academy. It is important to 

make matters of accessibility issues a general interest for members of the academy. This aspect 

of inclusive procedure is necessary as it will ensure that members of the student body and staff 

alike are knowledgeable regarding their responsibilities in promoting the inclusion of disabled 

people. It will also ensure that the academic environment is enroute towards a barrier free 

community for disabled people. 

• Promote inclusive and systematic planning and management of the physical space. It is 

necessary to ensure that the physical space is inclusive of factors that would promote the 

participation of disabled people in the academy. This includes involving disabled people in the 

planning and management of the physical space, communicating all major actions in a way that 

will help disabled people to understand current situations, and provide alternative options for 

disabled people in the physical space where necessary. 

• Introduce inclusive and accessible online guidelines. As society and academic institutions 

gradually adopt online platforms as a medium for conducting a lot of activities, it is necessary 

that guidelines are introduced to ensure that the process is inclusive and accessible for diverse 
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individuals. This will not only help individuals with disabilities, but also provide a regulatory 

framework for ensuring proper participation by all. 

• Foster leadership opportunities for disabled students within student union bodies. Based 

on the fact that disabled students are members of the university community just like everyone 

else, it is important for student union bodies to promote leadership opportunities for proper 

integration of persons with disabilities. This will be helpful in two ways: it will provide more 

recognition for disabled people in the student community and also give the student union body a 

direct liaison with the disability community. This would allow for better decision making on 

issues relating to inclusion and accessibility within student union bodies. 
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