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ABSTRACT— Despite policy advances and rising 

enrollment, disabled students in higher education 

continue to confront systemic barriers that impede 

equitable participation, progression, and completion. 

This manuscript investigates accessibility issues across 

five intersecting domains—physical infrastructure, 

digital/ICT environments, academic pedagogy and 

assessment, psychosocial climate, and administrative 

processes. Drawing upon a literature review spanning 

global and Indian contexts, the study frames accessibility 

through the lens of Universal Design for Learning (UDL), 

the social model of disability, and intersectionality. 

Empirically, it reports on a cross-sectional survey of 210 

disabled and 90 non-disabled peers and faculty across 

diverse institutions.  

 

Fig.1 Higher Education for Disabled Students,Source([1]) 

Quantitative and qualitative results reveal gaps between 

policy and practice, inconsistent implementation of 

assistive technologies, limited disability sensitization, and 

bureaucratic delays in accommodation approval. The 

paper concludes with actionable recommendations: 

institutional accessibility audits, mandatory UDL-based 

course design, centralized accommodation offices, 

technology procurement standards, and peer-mentoring 

networks. These measures can transform higher 

education from a compliance-driven to an inclusion-

driven ecosystem. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background and Rationale 

Higher education is often portrayed as a gateway to social 

mobility, employability, and civic participation. Yet for 

students with disabilities—physical, sensory, cognitive, 

neurodivergent, or mental health related—access remains 

contingent on institutional willingness and capacity to 

remove barriers. International frameworks such as the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(UNCRPD, 2006) and national legislations like India’s Rights 

of Persons with Disabilities Act (RPWD, 2016) mandate 

reasonable accommodation and non-discrimination. 

However, compliance does not automatically translate to 

lived accessibility. The resulting “policy–practice gap” 

means that students who are officially ‘included’ on 

enrollment rosters may still be effectively excluded in 

classrooms, hostels, libraries, and learning management 

systems. 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fudloncampus.cast.org%2Fpage%2Fpolicy_legal&psig=AOvVaw00ZeCWFBFtzsYLZpViXp15&ust=1753301462980000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjRxqFwoTCLjFvdmj0Y4DFQAAAAAdAAAAABAE
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Fig.2 Accessibility Issues in Higher Education,Source([2]) 

1.2 Conceptualizing Accessibility 

Accessibility in higher education transcends ramps and 

railings; it encompasses curricular flexibility, digital 

compatibility, sensory supports, attitudinal shifts, and 

administrative agility. The social model of disability reframes 

disability as a product of environmental and institutional 

barriers rather than individual impairments. Universal Design 

for Learning (UDL) extends this by proposing multiple means 

of engagement, representation, and expression so that all 

learners—not just those with documented disabilities—

benefit. Intersectionality reminds us that disability intersects 

with gender, caste, class, language, and rural–urban divides, 

producing layered disadvantages. 

1.3 Research Questions 

This study addresses four core questions: 

1. What are the predominant accessibility barriers 

faced by disabled students in higher education 

institutions? 

2. How do students perceive the adequacy of physical, 

digital, pedagogical, psychosocial, and 

administrative supports? 

3. What gaps exist between policy commitments and 

on-ground implementation of accommodations? 

4. Which institutional strategies are perceived as most 

effective in mitigating accessibility challenges? 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

By integrating theory, policy analysis, and original survey 

data, this study provides a comprehensive portrait of 

accessibility shortcomings and solutions. It targets 

administrators, faculty, disability service providers, 

policymakers, and student advocates seeking evidence-based 

interventions. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Global Perspectives on Disability and Higher 

Education 

Studies from North America and Europe highlight persistent 

barriers: inaccessible lecture theatres, unreadable PDFs for 

screen readers, inflexible attendance policies, and stigma 

around disclosure (Moriña, 2017; Seale, 2014). Even where 

disability resource centers exist, students report delays in 

receiving accommodations (Lombardi et al., 2018). The 

digital pivot during COVID-19 underscored both 

opportunities (captioned lectures, asynchronous learning) and 

new barriers (platform incompatibilities, proctoring software 

inaccessible to blind students). 

2.2 Indian Context and Policy Landscape 

In India, the RPWD Act (2016) and UGC guidelines (2018 

onward) prescribe ramps, tactile paths, Braille signage, 

assistive devices, and flexible evaluation. Yet audits reveal 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fhelp.blackboard.com%2FAccessibility%2FAccessibility_in_Education&psig=AOvVaw00ZeCWFBFtzsYLZpViXp15&ust=1753301462980000&source=images&cd=vfe&opi=89978449&ved=0CBUQjRxqFwoTCLjFvdmj0Y4DFQAAAAAdAAAAABAK
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uneven compliance, particularly in state universities and 

colleges with limited budgets (Kumar & Raghavan, 2019). 

Research by Singal et al. (2020) indicates that students 

experience a disconnect between policy rhetoric and 

classroom realities such as inaccessible PDFs, uncaptioned 

videos, and rigid examination schedules. The National 

Education Policy (NEP, 2020) aspires to inclusive education 

but lacks detailed implementation roadmaps for higher 

education. 

2.3 Universal Design for Learning and Inclusive 

Pedagogies 

UDL principles advocate proactively designing curricula that 

offer multiple pathways rather than retrofitting after barriers 

appear (CAST, 2018). Evidence suggests UDL benefits all 

learners by increasing engagement and reducing attrition 

(Smith & Thomas, 2019). In Indian classrooms, pilot UDL-

based initiatives in engineering and teacher education have 

shown promising results in student satisfaction and 

performance (Patel & Menon, 2021). 

2.4 Assistive Technologies and Digital Accessibility 

Screen readers (NVDA, JAWS), speech-to-text tools, 

captioning software, and tactile graphics are crucial for equal 

participation. However, cost, training deficits, and 

compatibility issues often impede sustained implementation 

(Mishra, 2022). Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 

(WCAG 2.1) offer a benchmark for digital platforms but are 

not widely enforced in institutional portals. 

2.5 Psychosocial Climate and Disclosure 

Stigma around disability disclosure, fear of being perceived 

as ‘privileged’ through accommodations, and lack of peer 

awareness contribute to isolation (Goel & Sharma, 2020). 

Faculty attitudes—ranging from supportive to dismissive—

significantly shape students’ day-to-day experiences. Peer 

mentoring and disability sensitization workshops have been 

found to reduce negative stereotypes. 

2.6 Administrative Processes and Bureaucratic Hurdles 

Obtaining disability certificates, medical documentation, and 

approvals for scribes or extra time can be time-consuming. 

Multiplicity of offices (exam controller, dean, hostel warden) 

fragments responsibility. Institutions with centralized 

disability support units report smoother processes 

(Gurbaxani, 2021). 

Summary: The literature converges on a multi-layered set of 

barriers and emphasizes proactive, systemic solutions over ad 

hoc accommodations. 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Research Design 

A mixed-method, cross-sectional survey design was adopted. 

Quantitative items measured frequency and perceived 

severity of accessibility barriers across five domains. Open-

ended questions captured nuanced experiences and 

suggestions. 

3.2 Sample and Sampling Technique 

• Population: Students enrolled in undergraduate and 

postgraduate programs at public and private higher 

education institutions. 

• Sample Size: 300 respondents (210 disabled 

students; 60 non-disabled peers; 30 

faculty/administrative staff). 

• Sampling Method: Purposive sampling via 

disability support groups, student forums, and 

faculty networks ensured adequate representation of 

different disability types (visual, hearing, mobility, 

specific learning disabilities, mental health 

conditions, and autism spectrum). 

3.3 Instrumentation 

A structured questionnaire contained four sections: (A) 

Demographics and disability type; (B) Accessibility across 
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physical, digital, pedagogical, psychosocial, and 

administrative domains (5-point Likert scales); (C) 

Awareness and use of assistive technologies; (D) Open-ended 

reflections. Content validity was established through expert 

review by two disability studies scholars and one accessibility 

technologist. Cronbach’s alpha for the barrier scale was 0.87, 

indicating good internal consistency. 

3.4 Data Collection Procedures 

Data were collected online over six weeks (February–March 

2025) using an accessible survey platform compliant with 

WCAG 2.1. Alternative formats (telephone interviews, large-

print PDFs) were offered. Participation was voluntary, with 

informed consent and anonymity assured. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

Quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive statistics 

(means, percentages) and cross-tabulations to explore 

differences by disability type and institutional category. 

Qualitative responses were thematically coded to triangulate 

quantitative findings. 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

The study adhered to ethical guidelines: informed consent, 

confidentiality, data encryption, optional disclosure of 

disability category, and the right to withdraw. No personally 

identifying information was retained. 

SURVEY-BASED RESEARCH FINDINGS 

4.1 Demographic Profile 

• Gender: 52% female, 45% male, 3% non-

binary/other. 

• Disability Types (multiple responses possible): 

Visual impairment (28%), mobility impairments 

(22%), hearing impairment (17%), specific learning 

disabilities such as dyslexia/dyscalculia (15%), 

mental health conditions (23%), autism 

spectrum/ADHD (9%). 

• Institution Type: 58% public/state universities, 

24% central universities/IITs/IIMs, 18% private 

universities. 

4.2 Physical Accessibility 

• 61% reported that classroom buildings lacked 

functional ramps or elevators. 

• 48% noted inaccessible washrooms or absence of 

tactile paths. 

• Students with mobility and visual impairments 

scored physical accessibility lowest (mean = 2.3/5). 

Open-ended comments described “ramps blocked 

by parked bikes” and “hostel floors without 

handrails.” 

4.3 Digital/ICT Accessibility 

• 57% found institutional websites or LMS partially 

incompatible with screen readers. 

• 64% reported that lecture slides and readings were 

not provided in accessible formats (alt-text, tagged 

PDFs, captions). 

• Only 22% had institutional access to licensed 

assistive software; most relied on freeware or 

personal purchases. 

4.4 Pedagogical and Assessment Flexibility 

• 49% indicated faculty rarely provided alternative 

assessment modes (oral viva, take-home exams). 

• 38% faced resistance when requesting extra time or 

scribes; approvals were often last-minute. 

• Students with learning disabilities and mental health 

conditions noted strict attendance policies that 

ignored medical flare-ups. 
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4.5 Psychosocial Climate 

• 55% felt hesitant to disclose disability to faculty; 

32% never disclosed formally. 

• 68% desired peer sensitization workshops; 41% 

experienced subtle stigma (“being pitied,” “seen as 

seeking favors”). 

• Faculty respondents (n=30) acknowledged low 

training in inclusive pedagogy (mean self-rating = 

2.6/5). 

4.6 Administrative Processes 

• 72% described accommodation procedures as 

“slow” or “confusing.” 

• 46% had to submit disability certificates multiple 

times to different offices. 

• Institutions lacking centralized disability cells 

showed the highest dissatisfaction scores. 

4.7 Comparative Insights: Disabled vs. Non-Disabled 

Peers 

Non-disabled peers largely underestimated barriers. Only 

29% recognized digital inaccessibility as a serious issue, 

compared to 57% of disabled respondents. This empathy gap 

underscores the need for campus-wide awareness, not just 

disability cell initiatives. 

4.8 Qualitative Themes 

1. Invisibility of Needs: Students said, “Professors 

assume everyone can see the board or read tiny 

fonts.” 

2. Last-Minute Accommodations: Approvals for 

extra time arrive a day before exams, causing 

anxiety. 

3. Do-It-Yourself Accessibility: Students create their 

own accessible materials or rely on informal peer 

support. 

4. Fragmented Responsibility: No single office 

‘owns’ accessibility; students must navigate a maze. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings corroborate literature depicting accessibility as 

a multidimensional construct. Physical barriers remain 

prominent, but digital and procedural barriers are equally 

disabling. The low adoption of UDL suggests institutions 

continue to retrofit accommodations rather than design 

inclusively from the outset. The empathy gap between 

disabled and non-disabled students indicates that accessibility 

is not widely understood as a collective responsibility. 

Administrative fragmentation exacerbates stress; a 

centralized, well-resourced disability support office could 

streamline processes. Importantly, the persistence of stigma 

and hesitancy to disclose points to the need for psychosocial 

interventions alongside infrastructural upgrades. 

CONCLUSION 

Accessibility in higher education is both a rights issue and a 

quality issue. This study reveals that despite legislative 

frameworks, students still face barriers across physical 

spaces, digital platforms, teaching practices, and bureaucratic 

procedures. Closing the policy–practice gap requires a 

paradigm shift from reactive accommodation to proactive 

universal design. Institutions must conduct regular 

accessibility audits, invest in assistive technologies and 

training, simplify administrative processes, and cultivate an 

empathetic campus culture. These steps will not only benefit 

disabled students but enhance learning for all. 

Recommendations 

1. Institutional Accessibility Audits: Annual audits 

covering physical, digital, and pedagogical domains 

with student participation. 
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2. Universal Design for Learning Policy: Mandate 

UDL principles in curriculum design; provide 

faculty development workshops. 

3. Centralized Disability Resource Center: One-stop 

office empowered to approve and implement 

accommodations quickly. 

4. Assistive Technology Procurement and Training: 

Budget lines for licensed software; regular training 

for students and staff. 

5. Accessible Digital Standards: Enforce WCAG 2.1 

compliance for all institutional websites and LMS 

content. 

6. Peer Mentoring and Sensitization: Structured peer 

support programs and campus-wide disability 

awareness campaigns. 

7. Flexible Assessment Policies: Clear, published 

procedures for alternative assessments and 

attendance waivers. 

8. Data and Feedback Loops: Anonymous feedback 

portals; integrate accessibility metrics into 

institutional quality assurance. 

Limitations and Future Research 

The study’s purposive sampling may limit generalizability. 

Self-reported data can be influenced by recall bias. Future 

research could employ longitudinal designs to track the 

impact of implemented interventions and explore specific 

disciplinary contexts (e.g., labs vs. humanities). Comparative 

studies across countries or within different Indian states can 

illuminate policy diffusion and context-specific challenges. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

For policymakers, the results highlight the need for clearer 

implementation guidelines, monitoring mechanisms, and 

funding incentives. For institutions, embedding accessibility 

in strategic plans and accreditation criteria can drive change. 

Faculty development centers should integrate inclusive 

pedagogy as a core competency. Student unions and disability 

advocacy groups must be integrated into governance 

structures. 
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