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I am only one, but still I am one. I cannot do everything, 
but I can still do something. I will not refuse to do the

something I can do.

-Helen Keller
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ABSTRACT

Young (dis)abled people are significantly under-represented throughout further 

and higher education settings. Drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s social theory of 

habitus, capital and field, this study explores the practices of domination and 

oppression which have prevented young (dis)abled people from progressing to 

third-level education on the same basis as non-(dis)abled people. Twenty young 

people with hearing impairments and visual impairments were interviewed about 

their educational experiences both in the education system and within familial 

and peer networks. In addition, thirty-one interviews were conducted with third- 

level education providers, policymakers and non-governmental organisations. 

This thesis has two aims. Firstly, to identify and explore the diversity of ways in 

which young (dis)abled people have both managed and responded to the 

negative practices of power and domination they inevitably encountered. 

Secondly, to examine the ways in which key stakeholders have understood and 

interpreted their duty to promote equality of opportunity, access and inclusion for 

(dis)abled people in light of recent equality and (dis)ability legislation. This study 

emphasises the journey form ability to (dis)ability that young (dis)abled people 

experience in their quest for educational achievement. The thesis argues that 

the journey from ability to (dis)ability is predicated on a socially constructed 

ability binary which locates ‘ability’ in the minds and bodies of a non-(dis)abled 

majority and designates particular skills and characteristics as ‘meritorious’. The 

ambiguities of‘inclusion’, ‘equality’ and ‘support’ are highlighted and critiqued for 

their extensive failure to challenge taken for granted discourses. The limited 

applicability of current equality theorising to (dis)ability is problematised and the 

term ‘dis-equality’ is introduced as a means of engaging with the juxtaposition of 

(dis)ability and equality. This thesis argues that Bourdieu’s understanding of 

practices of power and privilege can be usefully applied to the case of 

(dis)ability.



Chapter One - Introduction

“I can say that all my thinking started from this point: how can 
behaviour be regulated without being the product of obedience to

rules” (Bourdieu 1990a: 65)

The aim of this short introduction is to provide the reader with an overview of 

this thesis and to enable "ready lodging’ within our own m/nds” (Culpitt 1999: 

x) of that which is to come. The proverbial journey from this point to the last 

has its roots in my own biography as a university student, both (dis)abled 

and enabled by the fount of knowledge therein. That I, a (dis)abled person 
was ‘allowed’ entry to the home of knowledge and wisdom that is higher 

education separates me from most of my (dis)abled peers. This observation 
is not I argue, illustrative of respective levels of ‘ability’. Nor does it suggest 
that I am in any way what the media might suggest; ‘brave’ or ‘exceptionally 

intelligent for a disabled person’. The participation of some (dis)abled people 

in third-level education and the exclusion of others is indicative of the 
unequal nature of majority/minority social group relations and the ablist rules 

on which the social world is based.

1.0 (Dis)ability and the Ability Binary

Like others writing in the critical social theory and (dis)ability studies 

traditions, Riddell and Watson have argued that the socially dominant culture 

"shapes the way in which disability and impairment are viewed, and has 

contributed to the oppression of disabled peop/e” (Riddell and Watson 2003: 
1). Throughout this thesis I use the term (dis)ability. This linguistic convention 

is intended to highlight the way mainstream social conventions locate ability 

outside the minds and bodies of (dis)abled people, defining the latter in terms 

of impairments, limitations and inability, but the rest of the population in terms 

of abilities and capabilities. In other words, the term (dis)ability is reflective of 

the socially constructed ability binary which separates majority and minority 

social groups and maintains (dis)abled people in positions of disadvantage,



not least in the educational domain. The term (dis)ability includes wide- 

ranging practices across social fields which negatively impact upon the lives 

of people with impairments either directly or indirectly, including those day to 
day structural and cultural processes and practices that are taken for 

granted. The (dis)ability format adopted throughout this thesis highlights the 

presence of ability in (dis)abled people and emphasises the way in which 

(dis)ability is a social construct as opposed to a natural consequence of 
impairment.1

1.1 The Research Topic

Young (dis)abled people are significantly under-represented throughout the 

domains of third-level education, that is, throughout further education and 
higher education settings. The Northern Ireland Labour Force Survey 

(Autumn 2005) estimates that (dis)abled people are twice as likely to have no 
qualifications as non-(dis)abled people. Moreover, only 11% of (dis)abled 
people hold ‘higher qualifications’ compared to 26% of non-(dis)abled people, 
while 6% of (dis)abled people have a degree or equivalent compared to 17% 
of non-(dis)abled people (LFS 2005).2 Whilst educational achievement and 

progression is important for all, provision for young (dis)abled people has 

been negatively skewed towards the lower end of the non-academic 
spectrum in a way that has been pejorative to the moral worth and social 

inclusion of (dis)abled people (Byrne and McLaughlin 2005). This thesis 
charts the journey from ability to (dis)ability as experienced by young 

people with hearing impairments and visual impairments in a cross-section of 

Northern Ireland colleges and universities.

Given the under-examined nature of this metaphorical journey, the extent to 

which the voices of (dis)abled people are part of this engagement is of crucial

1 In order to avoid confusion or misinterpretation, the terms ‘disability’, ‘disabled’ and 
‘disabilities’ are retained in their original format where they are contained within quotations or 
used by interviewees. Likewise the terms ‘Disabled Student Allowance’ and ‘Disability 
Discrimination Act’ are retained given their legal grounding.
2 DELNI (2005) estimate that the participation rate of (dis)abled students in third-level 
education in Northern Ireland vary widely, ranging from 1% to 4% in further education and 
from 2% to 6.8% in higher education. Appendix A details the correlates of education and 
(dis)ability.
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importance.3 This brings me to my first aim, which is to understand in some 

detail, those practices which make it difficult or prevent young (dis)abled 

people from achieving their full potential and ambitions in third-level 

education. The second aim of this thesis is to examine the extent to which 
third-level education providers have understood and interpreted their duty to 

promote equality of opportunity, access and inclusion, particularly in the light 
of recent equality and (dis)ability legislation, that is, Section 75 of the 1998 

Northern Ireland Act and the Special Educational Needs and Disability Order 

for Northern Ireland 2005 (SENDO (Nl) (2005)). The third aim of this thesis is 

to apply the social theory of Pierre Bourdieu to education and equality for 

(dis)abled people. Finally, this thesis aims to examine whether the 
educational journey(s) undertaken by young (dis)abled people is one of 

development or the opposite, that is, a journey from potential ability to 
achievement, or from potential ability to (dis)ability.

1.2 The Theoretical Framework

The intricacy of the interrelations between agency, structure and culture has 
been imaginatively presented by Pierre Bourdieu in his many works.4 

Pragmatically forged out of empirical research and confrontations with 
opposing viewpoints, Bourdieu explores the ways in which both subjective 

and objective structural and cultural resources, processes and institutions 

maintain individuals and groups in competitive and self-perpetuating 

hierarchies of domination and oppression. Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

connects action to culture, structure and power. Practices are neither purely 

objectively determined, that is, a consequence of social structure; nor are 

they purely the product of free will, that is, of individual agency. Thus, for 

Bourdieu:

The analysis of objective structures - those of different fields - is
inseparable from the analysis of the genesis, within biological

3 Riddell et al's (2005) study is an example of one recent exception. Riddell et al examined 
the experiences of (dis)abled students in higher education over a two-year period (2001- 
2003).
4 For example, Distinction (1984); Homo Academicus (1988); In Other Words (1990) 
Pascalian Mediations (2000); and Masculine Domination (2001).
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individuals, of the mental structures which are to some extent the 
product of the incorporation of social structures; inseparable, too, 
from the analysis of the genesis of these social structures 
themselves: the social space, and of the groups that occupy it, are 
the products of historical struggles (in which agents participate in 
accordance with their position in the social space and with the 
mental structures through which they apprehend this space 
(Bourdieu 1990a: 14)

Bourdieu has been criticised for offering little more than an objectivist 

philosophy (see for example Jenkins 1992). I argue that to denounce 

Bourdieu in this way is to miss the radical possibilities that reside in his work. 

The total Bourdieudian framework, including the concepts of habitus, field 
and practice, and the philosophical rejection of Enlightenment oppositional 

categories, provide the overall direction for this work. The latter arises in part 

from a personal rejection of the ‘hearing’/’non-hearing’ categorical opposition 

to which I am often subject and which negates the experiential complexities 
that reside in the midst of this divide. In so doing the thesis moves beyond 
existing (dis)ability discourse(s) and makes an original contribution to the 

vibrancy of (Dis)ability Studies, and to Sociology and Social Policy more 
generally.

1.3 Thesis Outline

Having provided the reader with an insight into the overarching aims of the 

study and the theoretical framework upon which my research endeavour is 

based, I now set out briefly the contents of the chapters that follow.

The thesis is divided into nine further chapters and draws extensively upon 

existing scholarship in the domains of (Dis)ability Studies, Education and 

Equality, and on original empirical research carried out in 2002-2004 in 

Northern Ireland. Chapter 2 explores the governance of (dis)ability. The 
chapter provides a synopsis of welfare provision in Northern Ireland at the 

turn of the twenty-first century. The distinctive policy arrangements that 

prevail herein and their implications for ‘(dis)ability policy’ are outlined. The
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social relations of welfare and the complexity of welfare regimes are also 

discussed.

In Chapter 3, I highlight the extensive contributions made by leading scholars 

of (dis)ability. Oliver’s concern that sociology itself has discriminated against 

studies of (dis)ability is briefly explored as is the ascriptive nature of 

(dis)ability. As this study specifically includes the experiences of young 

people with hearing impairments, the contested relationship between 

(dis)ability and deafness, and the implications for my research is discussed. 
The second part of this chapter engages with theoretical developments more 

generally. This section of the chapter explores the limitations of theories 

which focus on one side of the epistemological divide, that is, those 

approaches which focus either on structure or on agency. The emergence of 
theoretical approaches which explore the complex interplay between these 

overriding concepts alongside culture are subsequently highlighted with a 
view to their role in progressing their application to a social theory of 

(dis)ability. It is here that the social theory of Pierre Bourdieu is brought to the 
fore.

The uncertainty that characterises the risk society (Beck 1992) has, Nunan 

(2005) argues, been corrosive to the pursuit of social justice in education. 
Chapter 4 focuses on the interaction between education and equality and in 

so doing uses Bourdieu’s theory of capitals. The involuntary positioning of 
young (dis)abled people within a ‘special needs’ framework is critiqued as is 

the more recent concept of ‘inclusion’, which I argue fails to challenge the 

underlying ‘rules of the game’ on which education is based. The existing 

literature surrounding social networks, transitions and post-16 educational 

provision in relation to (dis)ability is also highlighted.

The terms (dis)ability and equality are not often found together in scholarly 

publications. Chapter 5 introduces the term dis-equality. The linguistic 

convention of dis-equality analytically illuminates the intricacies and 

complexities of equality theorising in relation to (dis)ability and vice versa. 

The interaction between (dis)ability and equality has particular consequences
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for young (dis)abled people in third-level education. I argue that the dilemma 
between same treatment for everyone and differential treatment in order to 

achieve more equal outcomes is an ongoing challenge and one which cannot 

be easily remedied. This chapter considers the disjuncture between 

(dis)ability and equality by applying social and normative equality theorising 
to the case of (dis)ability and vice versa. The utility of Baker et al’s (2004) five 

dimensional equality of condition approach in developing dis-equality theory 

is assessed. I argue that the Bourdieudian conception of majority/minority 

group relations provides a suitable lens through which the inequalities 
experienced by young (dis)abled people in third-level education can be 

examined.

Chapter 6 addresses the ‘what’, the ‘who’, the ‘how’ and the ‘whys’ of the 

study. I discuss the implications of my theoretical position on the research 
questions, research design and analytical framework, and the explicit need to 
adhere to ‘committed’ research. My own status and characteristics in carrying 

out this particular piece of research are reflected upon. My position as a 

young female researcher with a (dis)ability, has had implications for the 

various ways in which I have approached the research process, in for 
example, transcribing the interview data and in the ways interviewees have 
responded to me. The analytical approach which has directed the remainder 

of this thesis has some of the hallmarks of grounded theory. Approached in 

the right way, a grounded theory approach can offer critical insights upon 

hitherto ‘taken for granted’ processes. I contend that this thesis has 

succeeded in doing so.

Chapters 7, 8 and 9 discuss the findings that have emerged from my study. 

These findings reveal a number of ambiguities which emanate from 

majority/minority relations, that is, those unequal relations of power and 

privilege between the non-(dis)abled and (dis)abled populations, and the 

explication of the ability binary therein. Chapter 7 considers the familial 

discourses and pre-16 educational processes and practices which have 
made it difficult for young (dis)abled people to invest in third-level education. I 

argue that the ‘performative visions’ of young (dis)abled people relating to

6



third-level education and the ability to invest therein is heavily dependent 
upon access to, and the ability to convert, various forms of capital, and the 

constraining effects of pedagogic practices.

Chapter 8 highlights the extent to which educational processes and practices, 

including institutional discourses of (dis)ability which are aimed at facilitating 

the participation of (dis)abled people within third-level provision, have 

positively or negatively impacted upon the experiences of young (dis)abled 

people in universities and colleges. Whilst it cannot be denied that provision 

for (dis)abled students have increased, forms of ‘support’ remain entrenched 

on ‘getting around the barriers’ and adapting to existing practices across 

teaching and learning. Such practices extensively contribute to processes of 
‘othering’. The data discussed in this chapter suggests that the experiential 
reality of third-level education continues to be one of inequality and 
characterised by ‘complex forms of discrimination’ (McLaughlin et al 2006).

The final empirical chapter explores the extent to which SENDO (Nl) (2005) 

and Section 75 (1998) have challenged or perpetuated educational 

inequalities as experienced by young (dis)abled people in third-level. 
Understandings of ‘equality’ are examined from the perspectives of young 

(dis)abled people and other key stakeholders. I argue that for young 
(dis)abled people in particular, conceptualisations of equality cannot be easily 

separated from questions of identity, while understandings among 

stakeholders are encroached in forms of ‘safe’ equality.

I end this journey from ability to (dis)ability by bringing together in Chapter 

10, the key themes that have emerged across the study. The reader is 

reminded of the theoretical underpinnings of the study and of the potential for 

further study. In conclusion, I argue that this thesis makes a significant 

contribution to existing (dis)ability scholarship. I now leave you, the reader, to 
begin your journey.

7



Chapter Two — The Governance of (Dis)ability

2.0 Introduction

Normative debates about the means and ends of social policies have in the 

era of late modernity, begun to encompass new agendas. Williams (1999) 
has argued that, "The history of welfare interventions is, in part, the history of 

the identification and classification of healthy/productive and 

unhealthy/unproductive bodies, and fit and unfit minds” (Williams 1999: 
679/680).5 (Dis)ability theorists, among others, have begun to explore these 

‘social relations of welfare’. The notion that discourses of (in)equality and 

exclusion must centre around the assumed homogeneity of the excluded and 
included has been vigorously assaulted (Levitas 1996), as have the ‘white, 
male, heterosexist and ageist’ assumptions of much social policy (Taylor 
1996: 3). The ‘ablism’ of the cultural arbitrary, that is, the assumed 
association between ‘normality’ and ‘ability’, has not however, been 

sufficiently challenged.

Social policy relating to (dis)ability has been dominated by the social welfare 

professions and underpinned by an ethic of care and dependency. 

Articulation by the (dis)ability movement of policy alternatives based on a 

social model of (dis)ability have interacted with the crisis in legitimacy of the 
welfare state (CSJ 1994) in fuelling debate about the moral re-ordering of 

society in which "new political narratives and new interpretations of welfare 

are competing for cultural currency” (Priestley 2000: 432). Despite these 

challenges, social policy relating to (dis)ability remains grounded in a 

reconstituted hierarchical agenda of normalisation wherein the ‘rules of the 

game’ continue unabated. Policies of social inclusion and equality continue to 
be labour market oriented and rooted in the reification of the autonomous and 

independent individual central to political liberalism more generally.

5 See also Foucault 1967, 1973.

8



This chapter explores the context of the knowledge of (dis)ability in the time 

and place of this study, that is, in Northern Ireland at the turn of the twenty- 
first century. The first part of this chapter examines the role of the welfare 

state and social policy more generally, paying particular attention to the 

multifarious processes and practices of governance therein. To this end I 

draw on the works of Pierre Bourdieu and Michel Foucault. The social 

relations of welfare in a broad UK and European context, the complexity of 

welfare regimes, and their consequences for (dis)abled people are 

highlighted. I end this chapter by turning to Northern Ireland specifically and 

outline the distinctive policy arrangements that have prevailed herein.

2.1 Conceptualising the Welfare State - Processes of Governance

The view that ‘government’ is constituted solely by a set of formal political 

apparatus at particular spatial levels has been increasingly displaced by 
ideas of ‘governance’, that is, of processes and practices whereby individual 
and collective behaviour becomes implicitly or explicitly regulated. This 
process of shaping, channelling and guiding the conduct of others (Gordon 

1991: 8-12) is illustrative of the dialectical relationship between culture, 
structure and agency that prevails.6 The governance of (dis)ability I argue, is 

inextricably bound up with processes of misrecognition and symbolic 
violence, and the seemingly complicit self-regulation that this implies.7 As 

Foucault has asserted, ‘government’, and ‘governance’:

not only refer to political structures or the management of states; 
rather it designates the way in which the conduct of individuals or 
states might be directed...It [does] not cover only the legitimately 
constituted forms of political or economic subjection, but also modes 
of action, more or less considered which were designed to act upon 
the possibilities of action of other people. To govern, in this sense is 
to structure the possible field of action of others (Foucault 1982: 221 
cited in Flunt and Wickham 1994: 24)

6 See Chapter 3, section 3. 5.
7 Misrecognition is conceptualised by Bourdieu, among others, as that which is mistakenly 
accepted as natural - a ‘learned knowledge that does not know itself (Bourdieu 2000: 185) 
Symbolic violence is a ‘gentle’ violence which is ‘exercised upon a social agent with his or 
her complicity’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 167). See Chapter 3, section 3.7.
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The welfare state, “a vast apparatus, erected to secure the well-being of the 

general population”, is a social field which has ‘‘caused the contemporary 

disabled subject to emerge into discourse and social existence” (Tremain 
2005: 5) as that which is considered deviant from the ‘norm’.8 

Conceptualisations of an inherently benign welfare state as a guarantor of 
social protection, minimum standards, and provider of public services 

(Spicker 2000), have been usurped and vociferously challenged by social 

theorists. Foucault for example has conceptualised social welfare as a form 

of social control emanating from a surveillance and regulatory state while 

Bourdieu presents the state as an oppressive entity, inextricably linked to 

processes of misrecognition and symbolic violence. Processes and practices 
of governance are, on the one hand, located within the welfare state, and on 

the other hand, located within the individual via the implicit and explicit 
transmission of discourse(s). The governance of (dis)ability can thus be 

understood to encapsulate not just institutional, supranational or state 
government but forms of self-regulation, and as such, constitutes the 

interrelationship between "questions of government, authority and politics, 
and questions of identity, self and person” (Dean 1999: 13).

A Foucauldian approach to the Welfare State

Foucault’s analysis of public health medicine and the social professions is 
important in this context (Foucault 1967, 1973, 1977). In Foucauldian terms, 

social policy and the welfare state have located (dis)abled people in positions 

of surveillance and as the focus of practices, showing "how social policy is 

itself implicated in the processes it claims to study” (Twigg 2002: 423). This 

system of domination, based on scientific and medical knowledge, allows 

power to be exerted over (dis)abled people by the ‘superior’ and legitimised 

institutions of the welfare state through which knowledge becomes 

‘normalised’ (Foucault 1967). The seemingly moral (Foucault 1967), and 
inherently oppressive role of social professions prevalent in (dis)abled

8 Anthony Giddens has argued that a welfare state exists “where government organisations 
provide material benefits for those who are unable to support themselves adequately through 
paid employment" (Giddens 1993:13).
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people’s lives becomes evident as normalising and ‘regulatory mechanisms’ 

(Tremain 2005) such as benefits, ‘special education’, ‘supported employment’ 
and so on, produce “an ever-expanding and increasingly totalizing web of 

social control” (Tremain 2005: 6), or in short, a ‘surveillance society’ 

(Foucault 1977). The welfare state can thus be conceptualised in 
Foucauldian terms as a deep-seated network of power relations. The 

governance of (dis)ability through practices of power and the institutional 

domains of the welfare state does not exist in isolation but contributes to the 

unconscious governance of the self.

The commitment of the welfare state to better health and well-being is 

Foucault argues, illustrative of the regulation of deviant bodies and wherein 
the "construction of docile bodies, subject to control, standardization and 

predictability is accomplished as an act of social justice” (Shildrick 2005: 

767). Welfarist discourses, often couched in moral terms, has rendered 
(dis)ability as ‘helpless’ and ‘deserving’ of assistance through rehabilitative 

technologies and the ‘clinical’ or ‘professional’ gaze (Foucault 1973). The 
governing of bodies, that is, of bio-power or bio-politics by welfare 

professions has particular connotations for the governance of (dis)ability 
given the extent to which the former has been grounded in a curative 

agenda. It is in the ‘caring’ institutions of the welfare state that examples of 
bio-power are to be found and ‘‘whose task is to take charge of life needs, 

continuous regulation and corrective mechanisms” (FoucauW. 1978: 144 cited 

in Tremain 2005: 5).

As a poststructuralist who views the body as a ‘product’ of knowledge and 

power, Foucault presents the body as central. This is in contrast to the social 

model of (dis)ability where the significance of corporeality and embodiment is 
minimised.9 Foucault’s perspective is however consistent with that of Drake 

(1999) and Stone (1985) who conceptualise (dis)ability as a product of 

welfarism and relationships between the state, welfare professionals and 

(dis)abled people. The degree of ‘fit’ between the social model of (dis)ability

9 Chapter 3, section 3.4 discusses the medical and social models of (dis)ability.
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and a Foucauldian perspective has been highlighted by Shildrick who 

suggests that while “the [social] model has evolved from broadly Marxist 

underpinnings, it is fully consistent with a Foucauldian analytic in which every 
resistant discourse, in gaining acceptance, becomes caught up in the cycle of 

power/knowledge” {ShWdhck 2005: 756).

A Bourdieudian approach to the Welfare State

The Bourdieudian framework which underpins this study will be elaborated 
upon in Chapter 3.10 Here I offer a preliminary overview of a welfare state 

couched in Bourdieudian terms.

For Bourdieu, the welfare state is a site of oppression and a source of 
domination. The welfare state constitutes a social field or a series of relatively 

autonomous microcosms such as health, housing, education and social work; 

each with its own specific logic and forms of capital. Bourdieu has argued 
that the state “moulds mental structures and imposes common principles of 
vision and division... by promoting certain doxa and consecrating certain 

positions and //fesfy/es” (Bourdieu 1994: 7 cited in Webb et al 2002: 118). 

Thus, social policy becomes a strategy of exclusion, domination and 

subordination, controlling access to, and the allocation of, status and 

privilege.

Central to the governance of (dis)ability in Bourdieudian terms is the "partly 

unconscious taking in of rules, values and dispositions” (\Nebb et al 2002: 44) 
that constitute the habitus of (dis)ability.u By asserting prerogatives of 

participation and conceptions of the healthy citizen, the welfare state imposes 

fundamental principles of division and distinction on all, through which 

symbolic power is expressed and the symbolic effects of capital reinforced 

(Bourdieu 2000). Such processes safeguard the interests of the status quo 

which become reproduced and accepted as natural.

10 Chapter 3, section 3.7 discusses the Bourdieudian framework upon which this study is 
based.
11 The ‘habitus’ refers to ‘systems of durable, transposable dispositions’ (Bourdieu 1990b:
53) which generate and organise practices. See Chapter 3, section 3. 7.
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The relationship between discourses of (dis)ability and the welfare 
professions can be viewed in relation to the doxa.12 Doxic ideas of ‘normality’ 

and ‘well-being’ form the basis of social policies relating to social security, 

health, education and the prescriptive systems therein. As Edwards and Imrie 
have argued, "The body is constituted as an object to be tested for eligibility 

for state assistance and welfare” (Edwards and Imrie 2003: 248). The 

perpetuation of classificatory systems across the welfare state ensures the 

reproduction and survival of doxic ideas of ‘normality’ and ‘difference’ and 

other modes of distinction. As Bourdieu argues, the welfare state has:

[Recognized social power giving legitimate access, entitlement to 
advantages or privileges, or the diagnosis; a clinical act of scientific 
identification which may be endowed with legal efficacy through the 
prescription and play a part in the social distribution of privileges; by 
establishing a social frontier, the one which distinguishes a category 
of beneficiaries. (Bourdieu 2000: 187)

In Bourdieudian terms then, the welfare state can be conceptualised as a key 

agent of symbolic violence and a guarantor of symbolic power via forms of 

classification. The governance of (dis)ability is thus mediated by the habitus 
of (dis)ability, the field of social welfare and forms of capital.

2.2 The Re-ordering of the Welfare State

The term ‘welfare’ has provoked intense reaction among scholars of 

(dis)ability given the ideas of ‘charity’ imbued therein. Welfare regimes and 
the language of welfare more generally have continued to confuse (dis)ability 

with impairment and ‘inability’. Pinch asserts that the term welfare has been 

used in a "pejorative sense to suggest that individuals who are reliant upon 

the state are in some ways inadequate since they are lacking in self-reliance” 

(Pinch 1997: 5). So too has the ongoing re-ordering of the welfare state 

presented problems for (dis)abled people who continue to be marginalised by 

discourses of individualisation and marketisation.

12 The term ‘doxa’ refers to those taken for granted ideas about ways of being and doing 
which are accepted as natural. See Chapter 3, section 3.7 for further detail.
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Divisions of Responsibility

There is a general consensus that welfare states are in a period of transition 

(Taylor 1996, 1998; Taylor-Gooby 2000; Williams 1999). The destabilisation 

of the post-war consensus in the UK has given way to the neoliberalism of 

the New Right, and more recently the Third-Way’ of New Labour. Thus, the 

early twenty-first century constitutes a ‘major historical moment’ in the re

ordering of the welfare state (McLaughlin 2005a).

In common across transitioning welfare regimes are varying degrees of re

ordering in the divisions of responsibility between the market and state 
(Esping-Anderson 1998), that is, between the egoism of the market and the 

altruism of collectively provided social services (Titmuss 1970). Welfare 
regimes underpinned by altruistic assumptions do not necessarily imply 

respect or recognition for marginalised groups since such regimes are 
“designed to be financed and operated by knights, for the benefits of pawns’’ 
(Le Grand 1997: 157).13 For (dis)abled people, policies based on altruistic 

motives have been long rooted in ideas of ‘tragedy’, ‘charity’ and 
‘helplessness’. Such policies whether implicit or explicit constitute an 

objectified set of ideas about the social order and majority/minority social 

group relations. In this way, the welfare state can be understood as a system 
of social stratification (Esping-Anderson 1998) which maintains (dis)abled 

people in positions of disadvantage.

Welfare regimes have been subject to classification and re-classification by 

various scholars. Titmuss (1974) has, for example, distinguished between a 

residual welfare model, an industrial achievement-performance model, and 

the institutional redistributive model. Esping-Anderson’s (1990) analysis of 

welfare regimes on the other hand, differentiated between the liberal welfare 

state, the conservative or corporatist welfare state and the social democratic 

welfare state. In practice, the type of welfare regime in place may not be so 

easily categorised. Nonetheless, analytical schemas such as these provide

13 See also Le Grand 2003.
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us with useful frames of reference in uncovering implied discourses of 

(dis)ability.

2.3 (Dis)ability and the Social Relations of Welfare

The repositioning of the welfare state has had undeniable implications for 

(dis)ability ‘policy’. This begs the question of whether there is such a thing as 

‘(dis)ability policy’? Drake (1999) has argued that “it is difficult to establish 

boundaries of what does, and what does not, constitute disability policy” 

(Drake 1999: 22). This dilemma of policy differentiation is not unique to the 
(dis)ability field, but is characteristic of policymaking more generally.14 

Indeed, “The idea that ‘you know a policy when you see one’ and that clear 

initiation, decision-making points and personnel can be identified within the 
policy process are naive oversimplifications of the processes involved” 

(McLaughlin 2005c: 16). For the purpose of this thesis I define ‘(dis)ability 
policy’ in broad terms as constituting those policies impacting upon the lives 
of (dis)abled people, irrespective of the origins of those policies (Drake 1999: 

22).

The Social Policing of (Dis)ability

The welfare state has sought to ‘rectify’ the problem of (dis)ability through 

segregation, institutionalisation and/or curative measures (Borsay 2005; 

Barnes and Mercer 1996; Barnes et al 1999; Drake 1999; Oliver and Barnes 

1998; Oliver 1990). Social policies relating to (dis)ability across the UK have 
remained ‘locked’ into an individual, medical approach (Oliver 1990).15 The 

1970 Chronically Sick and Disabled Persons Act, the 1989 Children’s Act, the 

1990 NHS and Community Care Act and the 1995 Disability Discrimination

14 Some academics such as Simon (1957) have suggested that policymaking is a sequential 
and logical process towards a specified outcome; others such as Lindblom (1959; 1977) 
suggest that policymaking is less ‘tidy’ and constitutes a series of incremental changes. 
Understandings of policy remain problematic (see for example Palumbo et al 2003). Policy 
may or may not be formed at a particular point in time, but is more likely to emanate in a 
‘fluid’ and ‘diffuse’ manner (McLaughlin and Paris 2004).
15 The individual and social models of (dis)ability are discussed in detail in Chapter 3.
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Act are all rooted in an individual model of (dis)ability.16 Priestley has argued 

that the emphasis on medical definitions of (dis)ability is “consistent with the 

broad flow of policy-making which confuses disability with impairment and 

with illness’’ (Priestley 2000: 426). The unrelenting focus on functional 

limitations has also served to legitimate the exclusion of (dis)abled people 
from labour market participation (Barnes and Mercer 2005).

The term ‘(dis)ability’ has been used as an administrative and distributive 

construct regulating both the labour supply and legitimate access and 
entitlement to benefits and service provision (Stone 1984; Taylor 1998). The 

utilisation of ‘(dis)ability’ as an administrative and distributive construct has 
made ‘counting’ officially necessary but socially reprehensive. The 

individualised language of (dis)ability that is often used in statistical efforts at 

counting “have as much capacity to injure, to oppress, and to exclude....as 
the material barriers to inclusion that disabled people face in their everyday 
lives” (Corker 2000: 447) and are I argue, inextricably bound up with social 

relations of domination and subordination. The practice of ‘counting’ 
(dis)ability continues to be problematic. No-one can be sure exactly how 
many (dis)abled people there are in Northern Ireland or the UK and 

prevalence rates vary widely depending on the definition of (dis)ability that is 
used.17 Abberley (1991) highlights the impossibility of reaching a ‘true’ 

estimation of (dis)ability such is the role played by those with the power to 

define. It remains unclear whether official statistical activities seek to quantify 

the extent of individual impairment, the extent of deviation, or the correlates 
of (dis)ability and their impact with the purpose of identifying social need. 

Classification between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’, the ‘abled’ and 

‘(dis)abled’ across welfare regimes have facilitated the reification and 

naturalisation of social divisions (Bourdieu 2000). Social policy has therefore 

facilitated the policing of (dis)abled people through the “boundaries of 

normalcy in an idealised version of the normal life course” (Priestley 2000: 
427).

16 The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) defines (dis)ability as ‘A physical or mental 
impairment which has a substantial, adverse, long-term effect on ability to carry out normal 
day to day activities’.
17 Appendix B details the problematic processes of ‘counting’ (dis)ability and their outcomes.
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New Labour and ‘(Dis)ability Policy’.

The Third Way’ of New Labour (Giddens: 1998, 2000) is an approach which 
attempts to bring together the traditional social justice concerns of the Left 

with Neo-Liberal concerns for economic efficiency, marketisation and 

individualisation in the face of a ‘risk society’. This, along with associated 

ideas of citizenship and a move away from ‘needs’ towards ‘rights with 

responsibilities’, suggests a shift in governmental discourses of (dis)ability. 

Concerns for economic efficiency and the maintenance of meritocratic ideals 

have, however, marred any concerns for remedying deeply embedded 

patterns of social disadvantage, particularly in relation to education and 
employment (Ball 2001; Barnes and Mercer 2005; Cieslik and Pollock 

2002).18 The link between poverty and (dis)ability continues to be fostered by 

relatively low employment and education levels, relatively high levels of 
under-employment, extra costs relating to (dis)ability and marginalisation or 

exclusion from mainstream services and community activities (Harbison 
2003: 156/157).19 The rationale behind recent policies advocating ‘civil rights’ 

for (dis)abled people such as community care, educational inclusion and 
Welfare to Work schemes, constitute continuation of, rather than a break with 

hegemonic values. The establishment of the New Deal, Disablement 
Advisory teams and other welfare to work schemes have all centred on 

individual employability as opposed to making the workplace more 
accessible. As Barnes and Mercer argue, “...despite recognition of the wider 

barriers facing disabled people in the paid labour market..., welfare to work 

policies [have] relied overwhelmingly on a supply-side approach to assist 

claimants become more ‘attractive’ to employers” (Barnes and Mercer 2004: 

9/10).

Along with gender, ‘race’ and sexuality, the (dis)ability movement has 

focused upon “the reconstitution of the welfare subject as an active element

18 Appendix A sets out the correlates of (dis)ability and education. Appendix D highlights 
employment rates for (dis)abled people and discusses the impact of New Labour’s Welfare 
to Work schemes
19 Appendix C details the relationship between (dis)ability and poverty, drawing on the 
Poverty and Social Inclusion Survey for Northern Ireland (PSENI 2003).
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in the social relations of welfare rather than the passive recipient of welfare” 

(Williams 1999: 668). Williams (1999) also contends that emergence of the 

(dis)ability movement, among others, has played a central role in exposing 

the limitations of a ‘false’ universalism. The emergence of a (dis)ability 

movement across the UK in the early 1980s can be understood as an explicit 

challenge to the prevailing misrecognition of ways of being and doing, 

through which (dis)ability had been rendered unnecessarily dependent. Such 
challenges have been less evident within Northern Ireland.20 While New 

Labour policies have attempted to tackle exclusion and inequalities, these 

have served only to address individualised symptoms and not the structural 

causes of inequalities. The apparent shift in social policy from ‘needs’ to 

‘rights’ has, I argue, been one of ‘pseudo-democracy’ (McLaughlin 2005a). 
As McLaughlin asserts “The uncomfortable truth...remains that much of the 
work of welfare professionals is either about rationing, that is limiting access 

to services which are free or subsidised at the point of use; or social policing, 
that is surveillance and regulation of citizen’s behaviour” (McLaughlin 2005a: 

5).

2.4 (Dis)ability and Supranational Governance

The expansion of the European Union and operation of multi-level 

governance has had extensive implications for the development of 

‘(dis)ability policy’ in nation states and vice versa (Fredman 2001; 
Waddington 1996; Mabbett 2005). This has been a far from harmonious 

process and “at present, the contrasting economic and socio-cultural 

traditions are represented in very different social policy regimes” (Barnes and 

Mercer 2004: 10). The attempted convergence of (dis)ability policy at 

supranational level has thus had rather ‘chequered fortunes’ (Mabbett 2005: 
110).

20 See Appendix E on the Disability Movement in Northern Ireland.
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A Rights-based Social Policy

International interest in ‘(dis)ability policy’ can be traced back to the 1970s 

when, in 1975, the United Nations issued the landmark declaration on the 

Rights of Disabled Persons. Article 3 for example stated:

Disabled persons, whatever the origin, nature of seriousness of their 
handicaps and disabilities, have the same fundamental rights as 
their fellow citizens of the same age which implies first and foremost 
the right to enjoy a decent life as normal and full as possible.

This was followed by the International Year for Disabled persons (1981) and 
the Decade for Disabled Persons (1983-92). The 1993 Standard Rules on 
the Equalisation of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities identified eight 

areas in which equality principles relating to (dis)ability should be 

concentrated, including education, employment, family life, culture and 
accessibility. While there are many other conventions which do not deal 
specifically with (dis)ability, these can be applied if (dis)ability is named 

within them as a ‘ground’ for non-discrimination. Until the incorporation of 
international Human Rights obligations into domestic law in 2000 (Human 

Rights Act), discrimination cases had to be taken up on an individual basis 

via Strasbourg. Since 2000, parties are able to ‘invoke’ international Human 
Rights instruments in domestic proceedings. The forthcoming United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Disabled Persons heralds, on paper at least, a 

new era.

The emergence of a rights-based social policy in the European Union more 

specifically is encouraging. Barnes and Mercer (2004) suggest that the 

adoption of a social model of (dis)ability by the Commissioner of the 

European Commission (2003) is critical in challenging individualistic notions 
of (dis)ability as is the inclusion of (dis)ability in the 1999 Treaty of 

Amsterdam. How far individual member states will follow this up and how 

widening of EU membership to incorporate Eastern and Southern states with 
very different policies will impact on this, will make for interesting reading. 

Mabbett (2005) has explored the consequences of rights-based social policy
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for (dis)ability policy more generally (see also Fredman 2001; Waddington 
1996). The growing recognition of the relationship between (dis)ability, 

exclusion and poverty, can be traced through various EU social policy 
documents. Attempts have been made by the Commission to promote a 

European level social policy discourse framed around the promotion of rights 

(Mabbett 2005) through for example HELIOS II, the third (dis)ability action 

programme which sought to promote equal opportunities for (dis)abled 
people and which led to the establishment of the European Disability Forum 

(EDF).21 The 1993 Social Policy Green Paper further introduced the concept 

of ‘mainstreaming’; something which has brought Northern Ireland to the 
forefront of the equality agenda.22 More recently, the EU’s Equality Directive 

(2000) specified the provision of reasonable supports to be fundamental to 
the provision of equality of opportunity for (dis)abled people.23

Attempted convergence of (dis)ability policy has been notably complex. 
Issues of burden-sharing, differential costs and varying definitions of 

(dis)ability are very real as are concerns that EU directives will merely defer 

to social policies at state level. Mabbett has argued that:

It would be wrong to say that there has been no transnational 
convergence of opinion: facilitating access of disabled people to 
mainstream public services is a goal, which can be framed in the 
language of non-discrimination rights, which Member States have 
shown some willingness to accept. Flowever, there is little 
agreement on how to take non-discrimination further in areas such 
as employment policy and social security (Mabbett 2005: 109-110)

Nonetheless, there seems to be greater recognition of the need to move 

beyond the negative equality duty of non-discrimination in favour of proactive 

provisions to promote real or fair equal opportunities for all (McLaughlin and 

Byrne 2006).

21 HELIOS II, the third Community Action Programme to Assist Disabled People (1993) 
followed the Community Social Action Programme on the Social Integration of Handicapped 
People (1983-1988) and HELIOS I, the second Community Social Action Programme for 
Disabled People (1988) (Mabbett 2005).
22 See Chapter 5, section 5.8.
23 EU Framework Equality Directive 2000/78/EC established a general framework for equal 
treatment in employment and occupation.

20



2.5 Social Policy and the Multi-Level Governance of Northern Ireland

The final section of this chapter explores the context and content of social 

policy in Northern Ireland. There is a common misconception that policy and 

welfare provisions in Northern Ireland can be simply ‘read across’ from UK 
provisions more generally. While this is certainly true to some extent, 

Northern Ireland has, as McLaughlin (2006, 1998) has argued, maintained its 

own distinctive structures of governance. The contested society which is 

Northern Ireland politically has had profound implications for the provision of 

social welfare, both generally and in relation to (dis)ability. For the purposes 

of contextualisation then, a brief overview of the Northern Ireland 

framework(s) for welfare provision is presented.

Direct Rule versus Devolution

Arrangements for welfare provision in Northern Ireland have been 
complicated by the ‘power relay’ that has manifested itself in the ongoing 

struggle between Direct Rule by Westminster and devolved government via 

the Northern Ireland Assembly. Policy-making and implementation have been 
further complicated by forms of ‘multi-level governance’, that is, the 

governance of Northern Ireland has become increasingly geographically 

diverse and vertically differentiated (Carmichael 2002). A summary of these 

institutions can be found in Appendix F. McLaughlin argues that in the period 
1922-1999, Northern Ireland was characterised by “a weak social 

infrastructure and exaggerated hierarchies of dominance, subordination and 

inequality” (McLaughlin 2005d: 5). The 1998 Northern Ireland Act made 
provision for devolved government.24 This period of devolution was 

tumultuous and there were four periods of short-term suspension during 

1999-2002. In October 2002, Direct Rule was indefinitely restored. At the 

time of writing, attempts are being made to restore devolution to Northern

24 The Northern Ireland Assembly was established as a result of the Belfast or ‘Good Friday’ 
Agreement of 10 April 1998. The Good Friday Agreement was the outcome of a long 
process of talks between the Northern Ireland political parties and the British and Irish 
governments. The Good Friday Agreement was endorsed in a referendum on 22 May 1998 
and given legal force through the Northern Ireland Act 1998.
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Ireland. Thus, Northern Ireland’s capacity for policy-making, self-government 

and addressing of social and economic concerns have been constrained by 

wider constitutional questions (Hill et al 2006; McLaughlin 1998, 2005; 

Tomlinson 2002; Wilson and Wilford 2001,2003).

Policy Divergence

Nonetheless, a degree of policy divergence has occurred between Great 

Britain and Northern Ireland. The four Health and Social Services Boards for 

example, have been characterised by an integrated approach since 1973. 

Heenan and Birrell argue that “The key difference in Northern Ireland (in 

relation to Health and Social Services) is that there is one agency, one 
employer, one vision, shared aims and objectives, one source of funding, and 

consequently many of the problems identified in Britain have been avoided” 

(Heenan and Birrell 2006: 47). Yet they also suggest that emphasis on a 

‘medical model of care’ continues to be problematic.

The Northern Ireland education system remains differentiated between 
secondary schools and grammar schools. A decision was taken prior to 

Assembly suspension in 2002 to abolish the 11+. Debate surrounding the 

11+ and a suitable replacement is ongoing despite potential solutions 

outlined in the 2001 Burns Report and the 2003 Costello Report. Moreover, 
failure to carry through a Northern Ireland equivalent (Order) of the Special 

Educational Needs and Disability Act (SENDA) (2001) has enabled 

educational inequalities and the practice of segregated education for young 

people with (dis)abilities to persist (Monteith et al 2002). SENDO (Nl) was 
finally carried through as an Order in Council in September 2005 to “provide 

rights to education for all disabled people on the same basis as the rest of 
the UK” (DEL 2001: 11).25

Other examples of policy divergence between Northern Ireland and Great 

Britain include:

25 The correlates of education and (dis)ability in Northern Ireland and the range of 
educational placements available to young (dis)abled people are set out in Appendix A.
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• Appointment of a Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children

• Free public transport for pensioners

• Means-tested higher education bursaries for students from the poorest 

family backgrounds

• Review of Public Administration

• Development of a Northern Ireland anti-poverty strategy

• Development of a Northern Ireland Children and Young People’s 

strategy

• The Child Support Pensions and Social Security Act (2000)

• Establishment of local health and social care commissioning groups in 

2002

(McLaughlin 2005d)

Perhaps the most significant example of policy divergence between Northern 
Ireland and Great Britain has been implementation of Section 75 of the 1998 

Northern Ireland Act. Section 75 clearly outlined a policy-making process 
based on a participatory form of democracy. Section 75 represented 
implementation of the first positive equality duty in the UK. This prefigured 
the duty introduced in Great Britain in the 2005 Disability Discrimination Act. 

The Section 75 duty requires all public authorities in Northern Ireland to 

promote equality of opportunity across nine different categories, including 
people with (dis)abilities.26 A single equality enforcement body, the Equality 

Commission, was established in 1999 with the purpose of monitoring and 

overseeing implementation of the duty. A single equality and Human Rights 

Commission was subsequently proposed for the UK as a whole (McLaughlin 
2005d).

The future of Northern Ireland social policy will be directly shaped by the 

recently announced Review of Public Administration Report (March 2006). 
The Review, which was partly a response to the ‘over-administration’ of 

Northern Ireland (RPA 2006), was based around the guiding principles of

26 See Chapter 5, section 5.8.
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subsidiarity, equality and good relations, common boundaries, and strong 
local government. The provisions of the Review, which are to be 

implemented over the next three years, include the following:

• Seven new councils (reduced from 26 councils)

• A Health and Social Services Authority to replace the four health 

and social services boards, and which will be driven through seven 

Local Commissioning Groups

• Five Health and Social Services Trusts to replace the eighteen 

existing Trusts

• Establishment of an Education and Skills Authority which will have 

responsibility for functions currently carried out by the five 

Education and Library Boards, Council for Curriculum Assessment 

(CCEA) and the Regional Training Unit (RTU)

The impact of these provisions, both generally and in relation to (dis)ability 

specifically, remain to be seen.

2.6 Conclusion

The discussion contained within in this chapter offers the reader a useful 

overview of the processes and practices of governance through which the 

empirical material derived from my research can be contextualised. The 

above synopsis illustrates the key components of policy provision and 

outcomes in Northern Ireland to date and their UK equivalent. (Dis)abled 

people continue to be marginalised in diverse ways, not least in accessing 

and participating in the domains of third-level education.

The capacity for policy provision in Northern Ireland remains complex and is 

constrained not only by the wider constitutional question, but by increasing 

degrees of multi-level governance from international, European, UK and 

domestic bodies. While concepts of need have been replaced by a language 
of rights, shackles of normalisation remain. These shackles have become 

manifest in less explicit and visible forms than has previously being
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experienced. As Esping-Anderson has pointed out, “The welfare state is not 

just a mechanism that intervenes in, and possibly corrects, the structure of 

inequality; it is, in its own right, a system of stratification. It orders actively 

and directly, social re/af/ons.” (Esping-Anderson 1998: 138). These taken for 

granted and less explicit processes of domination and oppression constitute 

the overarching theme of this thesis. It is the theoretical underpinnings of 

such processes which form the basis for Chapter 3.
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Chapter Three - Theorising the Lived Experience(s) of
(Dis)ability

3.0 Introduction

The emergence of (dis)ability as a powerful political concept is a relatively 

recent phenomenon in contrast to the long established class, gender, ‘race’ 

and religious movements. The awakening of the (dis)ability movement has 
had the perceived audacity to shake the very foundations on which society is 

based; that of a so-called ‘normal’ homogenous population whose complete 
and functioning corporeality is the barometer against which all born into our 

society are measured. It is against this barometer that (dis)abled people have 
traditionally been measured and found wanting. Terms such as ‘needy’, 

‘cripple’, ‘tragic’ and ‘brave’ have in their constituted and reconstituted forms, 
been commonplace, and to a large extent remain so (Oliver 1990; 
Shakespeare 1998). Despite, or in spite of, the apparent ‘sympathy’ and 

‘help’ granted to (dis)abled people by the non-(dis)abled majority, it has been 
left up to (dis)abled people to (re)claim their hitherto denied equal status 
within society.

The deceptive simplicity of the term ‘(dis)ability’ has been uncovered both by 
the (dis)ability movement and scholars of (dis)ability.27 This chapter 

highlights key academic developments within (dis)ability theorising. Oliver’s 
concern that sociology itself has discriminated against studies of (dis)ability is 

explored. The empirical material gathered for this thesis specifically explores 

the experiences of those with a visual and/or hearing impairment. Given the 

contested relationship between deafness and (dis)ability, an outline of the 

key tenets of this dilemma and a subsequent justification for my location of 

deafness within a (dis)ability framework is necessary. While the social model 

of (dis)ability is a paradigm rather than a theory, it provides us with a healthy

27 See for example Burchardt (2004); Barnes (1991, 1996, 1997, 2002, 2003); Corker (1998, 
1999); Finkelstein (1980, 1993, 1996); Morris (1996); Oliver (1990,1993, 1996a, 1996b) 
Price and Shildrick (1998); Shakespeare (1997, 1998, 2002); Shildrick (2003, 2005) and 
Thomas (1999, 2002).
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springboard upon which further theoretical applications can be directed. In 
light of the limited applicability of the general social theorising of Giddens and 

Archer, my attention turns to the development of a Bourdieudian framework. 

It is, I argue, the social theory of Pierre Bourdieu which is most suited to the 

empirical material generated for this thesis. Thus, one of the objectives of this 

study has been to compare and contrast the value of these competing 

theories of social change in relation to (dis)ability.

3.1 A ‘(Dis)ablist’ Sociology?

Academics are increasingly examining (dis)ability from a sociological 

perspective. Nevertheless, scholars of (dis)ability remain relatively few in 

number. Oliver (1996) uses the phrase ‘sociology of disability’ with caution 
and suggests that a ‘(dis)ablist sociology’ might be more appropriate since 
(dis)ability “has hardly figured at all on the sociological agenda” (Oliver 1996: 
18). This has been assisted by the dominant hegemony within the academy 

of (dis)ability as an individual, medical or psychological ‘problem’, along with 

preconceptions of the culturally, socially and biologically ‘normal’. The 
emphasis has thus been one of ‘normalisation’, that is, upon the ‘therapeutic’ 

process of bringing an individual as closely as possible towards the ‘normal’. 

(Dis)abled people have been largely excluded from the theories and 
discourses of class-based politics (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006). None of the 

late twentieth century sociologists such as Anthony Giddens, Ulrich Beck and 

Frank Furedi, have focused on (dis)ability in addition to, or instead of, the 

conventional social divisions of family, gender, ‘race’, and religion. Even 

where (dis)ability has intruded upon mainstream sociology, this has too often 

been within the boundaries of medical sociology (Barton 1996; Oliver 1996; 
Priestley 1999) and thus, “sociologists working in this area reproduce the 

disablism that sociology exhibits everywhere else...sociologists of the body 

either ignore disability completely or they analyse it as if it were the same 

phenomenon as illness” (Oliver 1996:20). While medical sociology is 

undoubtedly of ‘interest and value’ (Thomas 2002: 44), it fails to address the 
inherent underestimation and ignorance of ‘socially engendered restrictions’ 

(Thomas 2002: 44). Barton (1996) welcomes recent developments which
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have brought (dis)ability further into the realms of sociology, such as the 

development of a social model of (dis)ability and its examination of policy 
construction and methodological issues, but along with Oliver (1990,1996) 

and Priestley (1999) argues that more remains to be done. McLaughlin and 

Byrne (2006) assert that the marginalisation of (dis)ability within the 

sociological agenda has resulted from the ‘four eyes’ of (dis)ability, that is, 

the four constitutive aspects of (dis)ability which distinguish the social 

difference of (dis)ability from social differences based on class, ‘race’ or 

religion. The ‘four eyes’ to which McLaughlin and Byrne refer are the 
‘problem’ of identification, the insufficiencies of the market, infrastructure, and 
independence, autonomy and care.28 A more substantive ‘sociology of 

(dis)ability’ has begun to slowly emerge, albeit to a limited extent. The more 

general trend towards postmodernism and post-structuralism is being 
mirrored by scholars of (dis)ability such as Corker (2002), Shakespeare 

(2002) and Price and Shildrick (1998) who seek to move constructively 
beyond the realms of the social model. The development of a ‘sociology of 
(dis)ability’ is an ongoing academic endeavour, and one which is a necessary 

part of the (dis)ability movement’s continuing quest for recognition. I argue 

that this thesis represents an important contribution to this endeavour.

3.2 (Dis)ability and Identity Ascription

(Dis)abled people experience particularly high levels of labelling and identity 
‘ascription’ (Byrne and McLaughlin 2005).29 The social characteristics of 

(dis)abled people and their implied possibilities are ‘ascribed’ to the individual 

by non-(dis)abled others rather than being either selected or crafted by the 

individual through behaviours and attitudes. Oliver (1990) has highlighted the 

ways in which the dominant or hegemonic culture has perpetuated negative 

images of (dis)abled people as not fully human. The term ‘(dis)ability’ has 

been used as a means of identifying the perceived characteristics of a

28 The ‘four eyes’ of disability will receive elaborated attention in Chapter 5 of this thesis.
291 use the term identity ascription to refer to the ways in which labels of identity can be 
involuntarily attached to an individual “based on [the] socially unchangeable characteristics 
of the individual” (Hall et al 2003: 60). This is in contrast to an ‘assumed identity’ whereby an 
identity category is voluntarily posited through individual choice. See for example Kendall 
(2003); Hall et al (2003).
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person, or their perceived status based on how well they measure up against 
societal norms. This has been evident through for example the World Health 
Organisation’s classificatory schema.30 This is in contrast with the social 

model of (dis)ability which distinguishes between ‘impairment’ as an 

individual attribute and ‘(dis)ability’ as socially created and rooted in the 

organisation and structures of society (Barnes et al 2002).

The possession by individuals of a particular characteristic(s) which allows 

them to be labelled ‘(dis)abled’, ‘black’, ‘gay’ or ‘straight’ is deeply embedded. 

As Calhoun contends; “We know of no people without names, no languages 

or cultures in which some manner of distinctions between self and other, we 

and they, are not made” (Calhoun 1994: 9). (Dis)abled people have had little 

role or agency in constructing those identity categories to which they have 

been ascribed. The ongoing debate and tension between the medical and 

social models of (dis)ability bear particular credence to this. Corker contends 
that such identity ascription becomes manifest as a form of legitimate control 
exercised by the dominant culture, which operates by attributing greater 
value to one side of the binary opposition (non-(dis)abled people) over the 

other ((dis)abled people) (Corker 1998: 18). Barnes (1996) and Oliver (1996) 
illustrate how the use of binary oppositions can act as a form of social control 

and perpetuate the idea of a ‘surveillance society’ (Foucault 1977). Stone 

(1985) and Drake (1999) show that (dis)ability is not only a medical construct, 

but an administrative or welfare concept which results from the state’s need 

to control and determine access to the welfare system and public provisions; 

to regulate and police the labour supply and labour market; and to control 

access to welfare benefits and/or tax allowances. Such a distinction 

reinforces welfarist views of (dis)ability as constituting dependence and

30 The World Health Organisation (WHO) introduced an International Classification of 
Impairments, Disabilities and Handicaps (ICIDH) in 1981. The ICIDH defined impairment as 
‘Any loss or abnormality of psychological, physiological or anatomical structure or function’ 
(1980: 27) while (dis)ability was defined as ‘Any restriction or lack (resulting from an 
impairment) of ability to perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered 
normal for a human being’ (1980: 28). The third term ‘handicap’ was defined as ‘A 
disadvantage for a given individual, resulting from an impairment or disability, that limits or 
prevents the fulfilment of a role (depending on age, sex, social and cultural factors) for that 
individual’ (1980: 29) WHO revised their classification and developed a more environmental 
understanding of (dis)ability in Functioning Disability and Health, ICFDH, (2001).
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‘neediness’. The highly determinative role of social ascription and social 

structures is particularly evident in the lives of young (dis)abled people who 

are ascribed as ‘dependent’ and denied any consultative role or individual 

agency (Kay and Tisdall 2003; Riddell 2005). In third-level education for 

example, young people with impairments are required to actively disclose 
and identify as ‘(dis)abled’ in order to gain access to appropriate ‘support’ 

and assistance.

The internalisation of ascribed identities can act as a form of ‘self-discipline’ 
(Foucault 1976) and lead to individuals, in this case (dis)abled people, 

emerging as the ‘Other’ (Foucault 1976; Corker 1998; Shakespeare 1994). 
Thus, “High levels of ascribed identity and identification are very much part of 

the processes which create minority population subgroups as ‘Other’ and ‘not 

part of ‘We’ or ‘Us’.” (Byrne and McLaughlin 2005: 3). The categorical nature 
of identity ascription that assumes a single, fixed identity fails to recognise 

variations within as well as between categories. The assumption that all 
those falling into the ascribed category ‘(dis)abled’ are the same fails to 

recognise that (dis)abled people, like non-(dis)abled people, have different 
needs, backgrounds and characteristics. Indeed, only a small minority of 
(dis)abled people actively claim a ‘(dis)abled identity’. This may depend, in 
part, on whether the impairment is congenital or acquired, visible or invisible, 

and the extent of severity and multiplicity (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006). Yet 

the term ‘(dis)abled’ remains a powerful one, for both those who do and do 

not identify with it. (Dis)ability studies itself has come under fire for presenting 

(dis)abled people as a homogenous grouping (Riddell and Watson 2004). As 

Shakespeare argues:

There is a danger of ignoring the fact that disabled people are also 
men and women, straight and gay, and come from various ethnic 
groups. Just as white feminists were accused by black women of 
ignoring the specificities of black women’s experience, and even of 
being racist, so disabled people risk ignoring difference 
(Shakespeare 1996: 109)
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McLaughlin and Byrne (2006) further argue that within the biomedical welfare 
paradigm, (dis)ability has been treated as a unique form of disadvantage in 

contrast to other inequalities. Thus, every (dis)abled individual is 

conceptualised within this paradigm as a ‘minority of one’ rather than as a 
member of a socially constructed and disadvantaged group.31

3.3 Deaf or (Dis)abled?

My thesis, which explores the third-level educational experiences of young 
people who are deaf and/or visually impaired, inevitably exposes itself to 

some element of critique depending on how I conceptualise and define 
‘deafness’.32 While most impairments generate extensive debate in relation 

to the use of what is deemed appropriate terminology, the case of deafness 
is unique given the centrality of linguistic difference (Corker 1998; Gregory 

1995; Ladd 1991; Padden 1980; Padden and Humphries 1988).

Far from being merely a descriptive term, the word ‘deaf encompasses a 

range of identity locations:

In terms of self-definition, deaf people are caught at different points 
in a linguistic and cultural web made up of spoken languages, sign 
languages, deafness and hearingness. Different locations in the web 
therefore become associated with different meanings of language 
and identity, and these meanings are not always static or consistent 
(Corker 1998: 5)

Thus, to be ‘deaf does not imply a singular fixed identity. It is important in the 

context of this thesis, to clearly distinguish between ‘deaf in its lowercase 

form and the capitalized ‘Deaf. The word ‘Deaf refers to “that [sub]group of 

deaf people who define themselves...as having a minority group status 

based on their linguistic and cultural difference, and who distance themselves

31 The fluidity of identity has been extensively discussed within postmodernism. Price and 
Shildrick (1998) in their work ‘Uncertain Thoughts on the Dis/abled Body’ offer a 
Tostconventional’ perspective on the process of naming and being named as ‘disabled’.
32 Approximately 40 000-60 0000 people in Britain, and 3000-4000 in Northern Ireland 
identify as Deaf (Corker 1998: 9; RNID 2005 respectively). This is in contrast to the one in 
seven of the total population - 9 million in the UK and 219 000 in Northern Ireland - who have 
a hearing loss (RNID 2005).
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from notions of deafness as hearing impairment and disability” (Corker 1998: 

5/6). This poses particular challenges for (dis)ability theorising. The word 

‘Deaf can refer to a Deaf culture, Deaf language, Deaf identity or Deaf 
Community. This cultural model of deafness assumes that a distinct ‘deaf 

world’ or way of life exists that is based primarily on language (Padden 1980; 
Padden and Humphries 1988), wherein language “becomes something 

political, something to be supported or rejected rather than merely a tool for 

interaction” (NIDYA 2001: 22). The lowercase ‘deaf on the other hand, 

encompasses all those with a hearing loss, including Deaf people. It is 
important to note that not all deaf people identify or perceive themselves to 

be Deaf or part of a Deaf culture or community in the same way that not all 

deaf or Deaf people identify as ‘(dis)abled’.

Medical constructs of deafness have been, and remain, common, particularly 

with the ongoing need for audiology departments and the emergence of 

cochlear implants (Dant and Gregory 1991). Much emphasis has remained 
on the ‘reconstruction’ of hearing (Denmark 1994; Sacks 1990). While 
deafness has been incorporated under the (dis)ability umbrella, there have 

been tensions, particularly from the confines of the Deaf community who 
perceive themselves as part of a distinct linguistic community rather than 

‘(dis)abled’. Ladd (1991) argues that for Deaf people, oppression can also 
arise from society’s non-recognition or denial of Deaf people’s language and 
culture; “We are not impaired members of a hearing world, we are Deaf 
people. We can communicate. Our political platform is that we are not simply 

disabled people but fully able members of a linguistic minority group.” (Ladd 

1991: 8). He continues; “Labelling us as ‘disabled’ demonstrates a failure to 

understand that we are not disabled in any way within our own community” 

(Ladd 1991: 14). Yet deaf people have been incorporated within the wider 

(dis)ability legislative and policy framework as (dis)abled and not as a 

linguistic minority. Ladd’s assertion fails to accommodate the complexity of 
‘(dis)ability’ and fails to sufficiently distinguish between ‘(dis)ability’ as a form 

of oppression, and impairment. Just as Deaf people may not be (dis)abled in 
their own community, so too are wheelchair users or visually impaired people 

not (dis)abled in communities that are fully accessible. Deaf people may,
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however, be (dis)abled outside of their community through discrimination or 
inaccessibility of services based on dominant forms of communication. While 

the (dis)ability movement and the social model advocate the restructuring of 

society, the Deaf community do not see this as a solution and instead seek 

the right to co-exist as a separate linguistic minority group or subculture in a 

way that does not involve restructuring the wider society (Corker 1998; Ladd 

1991). Moreover, while the (dis)ability movement generally calls for inclusive 

education, at the same time recognising that this may not suit everyone, the 

Deaf community hold strong beliefs as to the virtue of segregated education 

where sign language can become the ‘norm’.

Corker (1998) challenges the notion that deafness and (dis)ability are 

discrete entities, arguing that there are perhaps more similarities than 
differences. Both the (dis)ability movement and the Deaf community have a 

shared history of oppression, a shared categorisation as ‘Other’, a mutual 
distancing from the concept of impairment, and a strong belief in self- 
determination. Indeed, "The emphasis on conflict and divisions which 

permeates our communities has ...disguised other substantial 

commonalities...and this has been detrimental” (Corker 1998: 12). To focus 
entirely, within my thesis, on the notion of a Deaf community runs the risk of 

excluding those young people in third-level education who fall outside of this 

grouping. While the Deaf community remains marginalised by the dominant 

culture, it too risks marginalising those ‘hearing impaired’ people who do not 
identify themselves as culturally Deaf, and (dis)abled people more generally. 
As Corker articulates, "Whereas Deaf people are seen to have a ‘right’ not 

only to their language, but also to their ‘roots’ and ‘culture’, which are given to 

them by the Deaf Community, hearing impaired people seem to have no 

such ‘right’ to belong and are caught between the opposing sides of the 
dichotomy” (Corker 1998: 22).

While the arguments posed by the Deaf community are indeed laudable, for 

the purpose of this thesis I have chosen to focus on those young people who 

are ‘deaf (that is, who have a hearing impairment) and are (dis)abled by 
society, as well as those young (dis)abled people who are visually impaired.
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Thus, the young people I am concerned with may or may not identify 

themselves as culturally Deaf. What is important here is that they, along with 
visually impaired young people, have a shared history of oppression, which 

may, for the young people in my study, have had particular connotations for 

the quality of third-level education experienced.

3.4 Ontological Elucidations of (Dis)ability

The prevailing dichotomy within (dis)ability theorising has been between 

individual or medicalised understandings of (dis)ability on the one hand, and 

societal or structural elucidations on the other. The lack of a clear and 
coherent social theory of (dis)ability in contrast to theoretical progress around 

gender is evidence of its intellectual ‘straitjacket’. Scholars of (dis)ability have 
drawn upon mainstream social theory and developments in contemporary 

feminism in their quest for acceptance of (dis)ability as a valid field of study. 
The paucity of theoretical work in relation to (dis)ability has been recognised 
by scholars of (dis)ability such as Corker and Shakespeare (2002), Price and 

Shildrick (1998) and Thomas (1999). I argue that (dis)ability ‘theory’, with the 
exception of the postmodernist endeavours of Corker, Shakespeare, 

Shildrick and Price have failed to utilise social theory more generally. It is this 

deficit I engage with and develop in the rest of this chapter.

Individual and Medical Models of (Dis)ability.

Until relatively recently, predominant understandings of (dis)ability have been 

rooted in ‘individual’ or medical paradigms wherein ‘(dis)ability’ is assumed to 
be synonymous with individual ‘impairment’ and not a consequence of the 

world in which we live. Such views have succeeded in uniting non-(dis)abled 

‘service providers, policymakers and the wider public’ in the battle against 

assumed deviancy and abnormality (Oliver 1996: 10). The power exerted 

over (dis)abled people has been heavily influenced by conceptualisations of 

(dis)ability hinged upon Cartesian principles (Marks 1999) which views the 

body as a ‘closed, object-like, physiological system; a form of matter subject 

to the laws of the scientific movement’ (Marks 1999: 52).
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Medical models of (dis)ability reduce (dis)abled people to positions of 

‘powerlessness’ and grant them little or no agency over what becomes of 
their lives.33 The entrenchment of medicalised conceptions has gone so far 

as to constitute a powerful counter-resistance to those socio-political 

discourses advocated by the (dis)ability movement. The durability of medical 

models has been attributed to the rise of scientific and medical professions 

and their largely unquestioned incarceration as fonts of ‘truth’ and power 

(Drake 1999; Foucault 1967, 1973; Oliver 1996; Stone 1985). The lives of 
(dis)abled people have been subsequently perceived as ‘naturally’ 

characterised by social exclusion, dependency and disadvantage. As 
Shildrick argues, "Against the dominant standard, the construction of physical 

difference as failing, incomplete and inferior, marks disabled embodiment as 
deeply devalued, not so much for what it is, but for what it fails to be” 

(Shildrick 2005: 756).

The medical model thus has links with normalisation theory whereby 
(dis)ability or impairment is viewed as a deviation from what is considered 
‘normal’.34 The role of professionals is subsequently to ‘cure’ and ‘help’ the 

(dis)abled person while the ‘normal state of being’ is assumed to be good 

health and not the ‘flawed’ minds and bodies synonymous with impairment 

and (dis)ability. Parsons (1951) argued that the adoption of the ‘sick role’ by 
‘sick’ people meant they were temporarily exempt from the burdens of 

‘normal’ expectations. This conceptualisation of the ‘sick role’ as a temporary 

state is not especially illuminating of the experiences of those whose 

conditions are not the result of acute illness. For the latter, Parsons allocated 

an ‘impaired role’ and viewed such individuals as ‘unwilling’ to return to

33Zarb (1995) identifies three defining characteristics of the medical model. First, it locates 
the ‘problem’ of (dis)ability with individuals and their impairments; secondly the individual is 
perceived to be (dis)abled by what they cannot do for reasons directly relating to impairment; 
and thirdly, the optimal ‘solution’ is to minimise the illness or impairment as much as 
possible, and subsequently to ‘help’ individuals ‘cope’ with their innate limitations. The result 
for many (dis)abled people has been extensive institutionalisation and segregation, such is 
the extent of their perceived ‘abnormality’.
34 This association was made explicit in the World Heath Organisation’s (WHO) (1981) 
classificatory schema. The assumption that there is such a thing as ‘normal’ has been 
heavily criticised by scholars of (dis)ability See for example Abberley (1987); Barnes (1999); 
Barnes and Mercer (2003); Drake (1999); Oliver (1990, 1996); Zarb (1997).
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normality and consequently subject to pathological forms of social and 
economic dependency (Barnes 1997, 2003; Barton 1996; Oliver 1996). Other 

subsequent developments in functionalist and interactionist theories include 

the ‘rehabilitation role’ of Safilios-Rothschild (1970) who emphasised the role 

of rehabilitation in returning individuals to a state of normality (Oliver 1996). 
Classic among social interactionist theory has been Goffman’s ‘Stigma’ 

(1968) which focused on micro-level management of social interactions 

between ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ people and Becker’s (1963) labelling theory. 

Drake (1999) critiques the dominant hegemony of (dis)ability by adopting a 

conflict theory perspective. He argues that the dominant medical model of 

(dis)ability is dependent on the nature and exercise of power relations in 

society and the extent to which (dis)abled people have been involved in 
making decisions about their own lives. Specifically, “those with the power to 

define ‘normality’ are also able to specify what constitutes deviancy and what 
sanctions or remedies might subsequently be applied to transgressors” 
(Drake 1999: 10) in a way that the imposed norms and values differ from the 
values of the subordinate group.

Approaches based on aforementioned notions are essentially individualistic 
and fail to problematise concepts of ‘normality’ and ‘illness’. Moreover, they 

ignore structural and cultural factors in the construction of (dis)ability. 

Advocates of the social model of (dis)ability are also critical of WHO (World 

Health Organisation) and ICIDH (International Classification of Impairment, 

Disability and Handicap) classifications. The ICIDH definition of (dis)ability for 

example, places undue and uncritical emphasis on normality and individual 

impairment and fails to reflect the complexity of (dis)abled people’s 

experiences. Shakespeare, Mercer et al (1999) and Oliver (1990) further 

criticise the medical model for depoliticising the key issues, accentuating 

impairments, ignoring other important economic, social and cultural factors, 
and presenting (dis)ability as a fixed state. While medical models of 

(dis)ability do have a role to play in meeting the needs of those individuals 

with acute illnesses or whose impairment is characterised by pain, it is also 

clear that such conceptions do so in a way that renders the impaired or 
(dis)abled individual as less than fully human. (Dis)abled people in this
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context then, are denoted as ‘less valuable’ members of society who are 
unable, or rather (dis)enabled, to fully participate unless they can be restored 

to some form of specified ‘normality’.

A Social Model of (Dis)ability

Growing disillusionment with welfare policies as defined by ‘professionals’, 
desires for greater control and involvement, and the emergent ‘race’ and 

gender equality movements all led to parallel calls for civil rights for 

(dis)abled people. This campaign manifested itself in the emergence of a 

(dis)ability movement during the 1970s and 1980s which subsequently 
contributed to the development of a ‘social model’ of (dis)ability (Finkelstein 

1980, 1993; Oliver 1990, 1996). The social model is a paradigm or a 
‘practical tool’ (Oliver 2004: 30) rather than a theory and can be utilised 

intelligently with recent theoretical developments to progress theoretically 
informed but intuitively ‘truthful’ understandings of (dis)ability. The model, in 
its various forms, is essentially a social constructionist view which places 

emphasis on the role of structures and institutions in the creation and 
sustainment of (dis)ability. It therefore seeks to reject the fundamentals of the 
medical model by redefining the concept of (dis)ability.

The implications of a social model of (dis)ability are far-reaching. (Dis)ability 

is no longer synonymous with impairment but is reconceptualised as an act 

of social oppression or unequal power relations. By relocating (dis)ability 

from the individual to society, the social model of (dis)ability represents a 

move from a biomedical to a socio-political discourse (Hughes 2002:65). 
Scholars of (dis)ability have approached the social model in various ways. 

Finkelstein (1980) developed a historical materialist approach which 

theorised (dis)ability as a social problem directly linked to modes of 
production.35 This approach has been criticised for being oversimplistic and

35 Finkelstein’s three-fold typology traced the roots of oppression to the industrialisation 
phase where the development of technology systematically excluded those with impairments 
by creating barriers. It is, ironically, in the third phase of the modern era where the 
development of new technology will lead to the liberation of (dis)abled people. Yet, this
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overoptimistic, and failing to reflect the complexity of lived experiences 
(Barnes 1996: 47). Oliver (1996) and Barnes (1997) go further and argue that 

(dis)ability as a form of social oppression, developed not only as a result of 

industrial capitalist society, but also the combination of economic 

development, changing ideas and a need for the state to maintain order. This 

in turn filtered through society and acted as a basis for everyday beliefs and 

activity. The dominant ideology dictating majority/minority relations thus 

becomes reinforced. Shakespeare et al (1997) view the social model of 

(dis)ability as incorporating a ‘socio-political’ approach while Thomas (1999) 
adopts a social-relational perspective which conceives (dis)ability as “a form 

of social oppression involving the social imposition of restrictions of activity 

on people with impairments and the socially engendered undermining of their 

psycho-emotional well-being” (Thomas 1999: 60)

The nature of social oppression experienced by (dis)abled people has 
become both consciously and unconsciously embedded in everyday life 
(Barnes and Mercer 2003) through complex forms of discrimination 
(McLaughlin et al 2006). Specifically, "disablism expresses itself in 

exclusionary and oppressive practices at a wide range of levels: 
interpersonal, institutional, cultural and societal” (Barnes et al 2003: 20). The 

literature on the social model identifies a whole range of attitudinal, physical, 
environmental, social and economic ‘barriers’.36 It is important however, to 

problematise the concept of ‘barriers’. The language of barriers limits the 

potential of the social model and glosses over those more deeply embedded 
‘barriers’, that is, those underlying power relations directed by those with the 

power and the centrality to decide what is ‘normal’ and who conceptualise 

those falling outside of this category as ‘Other’ or ‘abnormal’. I contend that 

the ‘barriers’ identified within the social model of (dis)ability, are in fact 
symptoms or manifestations of (dis)ability rather than the cause, and fails

approach seemingly fails to recognise that the move to ‘informationalisation’ may not benefit 
or disadvantage everyone in the same way.
36Zarb (1995: 4) describes barriers such as lack of access to buildings and transport 
systems; unequal access to education and employment and services; a lack of 
representation and involvement in local planning and politics- all at local, national and 
international levels. Oliver (1990, 1996, 2004) cites other examples such as “the inability of 
the general population to use sign language, the lack of reading material in Braille, or hostile 
public attitudes to people with non-visible disabilities” (Oliver 1990: vii).
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to recognise the dialectical relationship that exists. In other words I argue that 

we should focus on those complex, and often invisible, forms of 
discrimination (McLaughlin et al 2006) that emanate from majority/minority 
relations and the ‘taken for granted’.37 It is the inadequacy of the language of 

‘barriers’ which has forced me to turn to and utilise other theoretical 

frameworks in an attempt to address the cultural constructions of underlying 

norms and values which, in their interaction with structures and institutions, 

and impairment, contribute to and produce what we have come to 

understand as ‘(dis)ability’.

Moving Beyond Individual and Social Models of (Dis)ability

While Barnes et al (1999) credit the social model for presenting a 
"sophisticated review of the social creation of dependency and disability” 

(Barnes et al 1999: 86), they highlight its limitations. The model seemingly 
excludes the role of impairment in the disabling process and neglects the 
implications of increasingly fragmented and multiple identities within the 

(dis)abled population (Barnes et al 1999: Watson 2004). The absence of 
impairment from the social model has been a bone of contention for an 
increasing number (dis)ability scholars particularly since “external disabling 

barriers may create social and economic disadvantage, but our subjective 

experience of our bodies is also an integral part of our everyday reality” 
(Morris 1996: 210).38 Both Shildrick (2005) and Crow (1996) critique Oliver’s 

claim that ‘disablement is nothing to do with the body’ (Oliver 1996: 35). Crow 

asserts that “Instead of tackling the contradictions and complexities of our 

experiences head on, we have chosen in our campaigns to present 

impairment as irrelevant, neutral, sometimes positive, but never, ever as the 

quandary it really is” (Crow 1996: 208 cited in Price and Shildrick 1998: 228).

37 McLaughlin, Khaoury and Cassin (2006) conceptualise ‘complex forms of discrimination’ 
as institutional and systemic discrimination. Complex forms of discrimination are ‘diffuse, 
implicit and collective rather than individual’ and which incorporate ‘pervading patterns in 
social practices which serve to exclude, devalue or disadvantage individuals sharing a 
minority group trait’ (McLaughlin et al 2006: 1). This concept of discrimination is coherent 
with a Bourdieudian theoretical framework. The distinction between complex and other forms 
of discrimination are discussed in Chapter 5, section 5.7.
38 For example, Abberley (1996); Corker (1999); Hughes (2002); Morris and Crow (1996); 
Price and Shildrick (1998) and Thomas (1999).
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Thomas (1999) calls for a greater location within the social model, of the lived 
experience of (dis)abled people in society shaped by the “interaction 

between, and the accumulative impact of, disability (or disablism) and 

impairment effects” (Thomas 1999: 156).

The reductive nature of (dis)ability within (dis)ability theorising to one side of 

the individual/social binary prevents the complexity of (dis)abled people’s 

lives from being fully explored. The notions of embodiment and lived 

experiences have become increasingly relevant as a means of transcending 
the dichotomy between medical and social models of (dis)ability, for example 

Turner (1992, 2001) and Shilling (1993). Oliver (1997, 2004) and Finkelstein 

(1996) have counter-argued that the pain or fatigue of impairment has not 

been denied by the social model, but that the absence of impairment and 
experiential factors are intended to maximise the effect of the social model by 
presenting it in its most extreme form. They contend that rather than 

criticising the model, more work should be done to enhance awareness of the 
model, both within other disciplines and society more generally (Oliver 2004). 
Indeed, "getting the balance right between the experience of impairment and 

the experience of disability is a continuing endeavour” (Shakespeare et al 
1997: 298) and one which should be supported in the development of a 

substantive (dis)ability ‘theory’.

The social model has been further criticised for not placing enough emphasis 
on the role of culture, the associated meanings of which have been “ignored, 

undervalued, or misinterpreted” (Barnes 1996: 57). Scholars of (dis)ability 

have recently begun to explore the relationship between (dis)ability, culture 
and impairment. Riddell and Watson (2003) for example suggest that an 

exploration of culture is central to a politics of (dis)ability and to (dis)ability 

theorising more generally. Corker and Shakespeare (2002) explore the role 

of postmodernism and post-structuralism in contributing to and enhancing 

(dis)ability theory. They contend that modernity itself contributes to 

inequalities and oppression with its ideal of a ‘rational independent subject’ 
against which (dis)abled people do not measure. Yet, “Whereas theorists of 

race, gender and sexuality have embraced and explored the contributions of
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postmodernism, disability theorists have proved reluctant to take on board 

new perspectives” (Corker and Shakespeare 2002: 13). A similar argument 

has been made by Price and Shildrick, that (dis)ability studies has been 

"suffused hitherto by precisely the same modernist standards that it purports 

to contest, and it remains rooted in the very binaries such as 
sameness/difference and self/other that have underwritten the devaluation of 

those people defined as disabled” (Price and Shildrick 1998: 225). The 

perceived strength in the application of postmodern and poststructuralist 

approaches to (dis)ability lie in their respective ability to take greater account 

of language, cultural and textual discourses, and deconstructing hitherto 

unchallenged binaries. Price and Shildrick (1998), Shildrick (2005) and 

Corker and Shakespeare (2002) are thus critical of the notable absence of 

postmodernism and post-structuralism from (dis)ability theorising to date and 
contend that "The global experience of disabled people is too complex to be 

rendered within one unitary model or set of ideas” (Corker and Shakespeare 

2002: 15).

3.5 A Social Theory of (Dis)ability

Binary oppositions between individual and structural approaches to social 
inquiry are representative of modern social theory more generally.39 Attempts 

have been made to reconceptualise this fundamental ‘problem’ as one in 

which neither structure nor agency can be reduced to the other. Social 

inquiry has sought to redress the imbalance which has been characteristic of 

the study of social phenomena. The fundamental issue of social inquiry then, 

becomes how society as a whole, and relationships and positions within 

society, change or continue. Specifically, is (dis)ability the result of the 

structures and institutions of society, or the meanings and shape given to life 

by the individuals concerned?

39 Archer paints an interesting picture of this relationship when she argues that “one element 
became dominant and the other subordinate: human agency had become pale and ghostly 
in mid-century functionalism, whilst structure betook an evanescent fragility in the re
flowering of phenomenology’ (Archer 1982: 455).
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Individual/Agential Perspectives

Individual explanations of society are generally associated with theories such 
as symbolic interactionism (Goffman 1959, Blumer 1969), phenomenology 

(Schutz 1967), ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967), and rational choice 

theory (Coleman 1989, 1990). For theorists in this domain, both society and 

social relationships are perceived to be actively constructed by individual 
agents. Thus, “human beings can and do make themselves into what they 

are; they are able to take charge of their own lives and to shape the world 
into forms which meet their own needs” (Walsh 1998: 12) 40

Within an individualist viewpoint there is a danger of attributing everything to 

the power of agency, including the experience of (dis)ability within third-level 
settings. By adopting a reductionist approach, individual or agential 

explanations of structure and society elevates the causal role of actors, and 
fails to account for the potential or real impact of society or structure on 
behaviour and action. An agential approach may obscure the role of 
government who initiate (ex)(in)clusive policies; educational institutions who 

implement policies; inaccessibility and discrimination; and inadequate and 
inappropriate staff levels, training and resources. Once more, the ‘problem’ of 

(dis)ability, and subsequent experiences, become located with the ‘impaired’ 

individual. Ultimately, as Brannen and Nilsen contend:

the positive rhetoric of choice has more appeal to, and relevance, for 
young people whose social background and education provide the 
resources necessary to think they are the creators of their own

40 Symbolic interactionism for example, suggests that social life is determined by social 
interaction and the interpretation of associated meanings, upon which individuals act. 
Rational choice theory, on the other hand, focuses on the intentionality and rationality of 
actors. Here, actions are based on a series of preferences, which are taken as given, and 
agents will seek to act purposively in a way that allows their preferences and goals to be 
achieved. Yet rational choice theory does not tell us how preferences are formed and fails to 
take account of the role of institutions and external factors on the construction of these 
preferences. A model of rationality further removes the emotions and passions (Scheff 1992) 
which are often the key motivators behind legislation and social movements. Gambetta 
acknowledges the limited applicability of rational choice theory in explaining educational 
decisions and experiences, despite his initial agreement: “When the research reported in this 
book began, my personal obsessions - notably with rational choice theory - were 
considerably greater than they are now after having repeatedly stumbled into hard evidence” 
(Gambetta 1989: 168).
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resources and/or those of the state and their families. When 
structural forces and personal resources such as gender and social 
class support one another, there is a tendency for the structural 
resources to take on an ‘invisible’ quality. For the less privileged, the 
choice rhetoric can serve to worsen their situation and create a 
pessimistic outlook on life since, according to such an ideology, 
there is no one to blame but oneself, that is, if one has not made the 
‘right’ choices or has succeeded in achieving one’s aims (Brannen 
and Nilsen 2005: 423 original emphasis)

The adoption of agential perspectives is thus inappropriate for young

(dis)abled people and their experiences.

Structural Perspectives

The other side of the prevailing binary emphasises the causal role of 
structures and institutions in society such as the economy, education and 

religion. This is essentially a structuralist view whereby society and structures 
act as a restraining force on social actors. Instead of being able to freely 
make choices and act on the basis of these, individuals are faced with 
constraints. Here, "...human beings are essentially social creatures who, by 
their very nature, are made by their social habitat which is society” (Walsh 

1998: 9).

There are a number of diverse structural perspectives, some of which are 
more far-reaching than others.41 What is characteristic of the structural 

perspective in one form or another is the lack of power attributed to 

individuals. Individuals are thus socialised into behaving in certain ways. 

While structural approaches, as evident in the social model of (dis)ability, are 

to be praised for taking account of external societal factors and their impact 

on everyday behaviour, such an approach is still limited since it fails to take 
sufficient account of the agent, situating them as essentially ‘powerless’ and 

‘passive’. While this may seem like a positive theoretical perspective in that it 
accounts for those institutional and structural barriers the individual approach

41 Durkheim (1895) for example, perceived society as made up of external ‘social facts’ 
which constrained and regulated individuals and subsequent actions. For Marxists, society 
and social relationships emerge out of modes of production, materialism and economic 
processes which act as constraints.
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fails to address, I argue that young (dis)abled people do have a role, 

however limited, in making decisions and choosing between alternatives. 

Young (dis)abled people are not merely robots or puppets on a string. They 
are not ‘powerless victims’, but young adults with developing identities and 

some degree of self-determination. Structural approaches in their various 

forms, omit the extent to which young people may choose to accept or 

challenge those expectations or constraints with which they are faced, or in 

choosing between educational courses, locations, and ‘support’ available.

3.6 Moving beyond the individual/structural dichotomy

There has been a move away from viewing structure and agency as separate 

entities or polar opposites, towards an approach which conceives structure, 

culture and agency as interrelated. The use of mainstream social theories 

which bridge the problem of structure, culture and agency, highlights the 
potential to move current (dis)ability theorising into a new realm, and one 
which takes account of the continuity of disadvantage and social and political 

change. (Dis)ability has been a classic field in which the excesses of 

determinism on the one hand and excessive individualism on the other have 
been evident at various times and in various works. The empirical research 
undertaken for this thesis has explored the relative impacts of individual 
preferences and dispositions as against the restraining effects of structure 

and culture. It is important to note however, that there are theoretical gaps 

within mainstream social theories which limit understanding of the social 

impact of living with oppression and inequality in contemporary society. This 

has not been assisted by the fragmented literature on ‘race’, gender, 
sexuality and (dis)ability, or by the relative under-recognition of multiple 

identities. Whilst a comprehensive analysis of the commonalities of 

oppression goes beyond the limits of this thesis, they have been noted. The 

focus here is to uncover the most relevant theoretical approach for empirical 

analysis. It is the Bourdieudian framework upon which my analytical 

framework is contingent.
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In my attempt to find the best theoretical approach within which my empirical 

analysis could be situated, I explored Giddens’ structuration approach and 

Archer’s morphogenetic framework. In so doing, I concluded that both of 

these theoretical approaches were of limited applicability to my own study, 

particularly when compared to the potential of a Bourdieudian endeavour.

Giddens’ Structuration Theory

Giddens (1993, 1994) work has been pivotal in English language sociology in 
attempting to transcend those age old dichotomies of objectivism and 

subjectivism. Structuration theory conceptualises society as an ongoing 

process existing across different temporal and spatial dimensions with 

‘structure’ itself existing only in the instantiation of practices. While social 
structures in this context can be restraining, individuals are able to make 
choices.42 Within structuration theory, actors are assumed to have 

substantial knowledge which they use in generating recursive social 
practices. Thus, as in individualisation theory, agents are attributed a 

relatively high degree of freedom.43 Such emphasis on agency has been 

criticised by Archer (1998) and Parker (2000), particularly since agents within 
structuration theory are assumed to have substantial and coherent 

knowledge. In the context of my own research we cannot assume that all 

young (dis)abled people have the same level of knowledge across all areas 
in the context of educational placement, opportunity and outcomes. In other

42 Giddens’ concept of ‘structure’ does not have an external reality but is shaped by social 
actors through the use of ‘rules’ and ‘resources’. These rules are not necessarily formal, but 
can refer to a general understanding, which acts as a point of reference. For example, there 
may be a ‘rule’ or understanding among the non-(dis)abled population that (dis)abled people 
require ‘help’ and ‘charity’, or that young (dis)abled people who enter third-level education 
are the exception and not representative of the (dis)abled population more generally. This 
‘structure’ in turn influences social action. These understandings or preconceptions of, and 
about, (dis)abled people become instantiated in social practice and are hereby reconstituted 
through subsequent interactions. Ultimately, “rules and resources are drawn upon by actors 
in the production of interaction, but are thereby also reconstituted through social interaction” 
(Giddens 1993: 123), suggesting that structure is both “the medium and outcome of social 
practices” (Cassell 1993: 73). Giddens thus places emphases on recurrent social practices 
and their duality.
43 Giddens does not deny the existence of constraints, but he suggests that an emphasis on 
constraints has been exaggerated and that structure is both constraining and enabling 
(Giddens 1993).
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words, assumptions of ‘perfect’ knowledge underlying choice are empirically 

flawed.

While Giddens has presented us with a theoretical advance in relation to the 

‘problem’ of structure, culture and agency, criticisms have been made, most 

notably by Archer (1996, 2000). Archer criticises Giddens’ use of dualities on 

the grounds that structure, culture and agency can be seen as analytically 

distinct.44 Giddens’ approach has limited applicability to my own empirical 

material. The ‘endless cycle’ he presents appears to offer little opportunity for 

change or the emergence of collective action such as the (dis)ability 
movement. An analysis of the impact of social difference(s) or oppression is 
notably absent. Giddens’ fragmented approach is in itself complex, but fails 

to sufficiently explore the complexities of contemporary society, particularly 

for those groups outside the confines of the traditional ‘white, male, middle- 

class’ domain, that is, Giddens fails to recognise the significance of multiple 
identities, preferring instead to focus on the assumption of a ‘classless’ and 
equal society for whom equality of opportunity is a reality. Moreover, in 

focusing primarily on social practices, Giddens pays little attention to those 
underlying social structures (Craib 1992) and institutions which play a key 
role in the lives of (dis)abled people. Ultimately, Giddens fails to sufficiently 

acknowledge the systematic inequalities of power and social conflict that 

exist and which can assist us in understanding processes of continuity and 

change. While there appears to be some similarity between the ‘practice’ of 
Giddens and Bourdieu, I argue that a Bourdieudian lens is much more far- 

reaching in its applicability to my own work.

Archer’s Morphogenetic Framework

Archer throughout her works, emphasises that there is no inherent 

dominance of either structure, culture or agency, but rather, an interplay 

which can be examined by creating the ‘parts’ (the cultural or structural

44 Archer argues that the use by Giddens of a conflationist view which presents structure, 
culture and agency as inextricably interwoven prevents an examination of their interplay.
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system) and the ‘people’ (agency) as analytically distinct.45 The ‘parts’ and 

the ‘people’ are able to interact via conditioning by structural or cultural 

factors and subsequent action by agency. Both aspects are important and it 
is the nature of this interaction which fundamentally leads to reproduction of a 

social system (morphostasis) or change (morphogenesis). Archer essentially 

argues that "society does indeed contribute ‘something’ rather than ‘nothing’ 

to making us what we are, but that this ‘something’ falls a good deal short of 
that ‘everything’, which would make all that we are a gift of society.” (Archer 

2000: 253). In other words, structural and cultural factors condition agency 

and it is the subsequent action taken, in this context by (dis)abled people 

(whether they choose to accept or reject this conditioning), which leads to 
elaboration or stability of the ‘(dis)ability field’.46 The law of contradiction is 

used to examine the inconsistency or ‘complementarity’ of logical 
relationships in the cultural system. How contradictory or complementary 

relations between parts of the cultural system relate to relations between 
‘people’ determines whether the outcome is cultural stability or change.

Within the morphogenetic framework, agents can speed up or delay 
changes depending on their willingness to ‘stand up and be counted’. 
Significantly, Archer suggests that “social interaction is seen as being 

structurally conditioned but never as structurally determined (since agents 

possess their own irreducible emergent powers)” (Archer 1998: 83). It is clear 

to see that Archer places greater emphasis on agency than Bourdieu. I argue 
that the extent of agency attributed to social actors within this approach is 

inappropriate in a (dis)ability context given the inherent complexity of power 

relations and underlying social structures in the lives of (dis)abled people. 
Moreover, to create the ‘parts and people’ as ‘analytically distinct’ is to 

undermine the intricacy and complexity of the dialectic I seek to address. The 

dialectic with which I am presented in this study is not one that can be easily

45 Archer, like Giddens, attacks philosophical dualism, but argues that analytical dualism is 
important since this seeks not to treat structure and agency as fundamentally separate, but 
to establish the nature of their relationship with each other.
46By ‘cultural system’, Archer refers to “the corpus of existing intelligibilia - by all things 
capable of being grasped, deciphered, understood or known by someone” (1996: 104) 
whether or not agents are presently aware of it. Previous cultural systems influence the 
present cultural context, and the decisions made in the present by agents will affect the 
future cultural system.
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dissected. I argue that the research questions I am concerned with 
necessitate a much more extensive theoretical approach than that presented 

by Archer.

3.7 The Social Theory of Pierre Bourdieu

The useful but relatively narrow approaches of Giddens and Archer prompted 

exploration and utilisation of other theoretical approaches in a bid to better 

understand the dialectics which appear so problematic. The work of Pierre 
Bourdieu enables me to effectively explore the dialectical relationship 

between agency, structure and culture in the context of this thesis, and to 
identify hitherto concealed aspects of majority/minority relations which impact 

upon the lives of (dis)abled people. In other words, the Bourdieudian 
framework enables me to uncover those complex forms of discrimination 
(McLaughlin et al 2006) which make it difficult for young (dis)abled people to 

achieve their full potential and ambitions in third-level education. The 
constitutive concepts of the Bourdieudian framework outlined in the following 

pages will inform the rest of this thesis and has ultimately shaped the 
analytical direction of the empirical material gathered for this study.

For Bourdieu the binary opposition between the objectivism of structure and 

the subjectivism of agency is ‘absurd’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 31), and one which 

needs to be reconciled. Bourdieu’s desire to overcome theoretical 
reductionism has been expressed in his intention to “bring real life actors 

back in who had vanished at the hands of Levi-Strauss and other 

structuralists” (Bourdieu cited in Jenkins 1992: 18). Bourdieu’s analysis of 

that social difference which is class enables his key concepts to be effectively 

applied and utilised in the exploration of the social difference that is 
(dis)ability. With the exception of Riddell et al (2005) and Edwards and Imrie 

(2003), application of this perspective within (dis)ability studies is noticeably 

sparse despite the potential for theoretical advancement that lies therein.

While Riddell et at (2005) situate their empirical analyses of (dis)abled 

students in higher education within a broad Bourdieudian approach, Edwards
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and Imrie in their 2003 paper have explicitly argued for the inclusion of 
Bourdieudian concepts in the search for a (dis)ability theory and, in so doing 

extend the application of the sociological imagination (Mills 1959) to the field 
of (dis)ability.47 Edwards and Imrie critique the reductive nature of both the 

medical and social models of (dis)ability and suggest that "Both conceptions, 

while capturing aspects of people’s lives, are problematical for failing to 

recognize that there is a dialectical relationship between the individual and 

society, or where intersubjective and subjective experiences are intertwined” 

(Edwards and Imrie 2003: 240). It is this dialectical relationship which has 

remained largely elusive in the (dis)ability field, and which I seek to address 

within the confines of this thesis.

A Theory of Practice

At the core of Bourdieu’s attempts to overcome theoretical reductionism are 
the concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘capital’ and ‘field’. Together these constitute 
Bourdieu’s theory of practice. This theory of practice is central to the 

exploration of the dialectic between objectivity and subjectivity; the individual 
and society (Bourdieu 1977).

According to Bourdieu, action is not merely a mechanical response to 
objective structures but is mediated by the habitus, the field and the 

availability of forms of capital. Social practices cannot be “deduced either 

from the present conditions which may seem to have provoked them or from 

the past conditions which have produced the habitus...” (Bourdieu 1990b: 

56). Rather, practice arises from the interrelationship between the habitus, 

field and the potentialities of capital. The Bourdieudian juxtaposition of 

objectivity and subjectivity can be expressed in the following way:

[(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice
(Bourdieu 1984: 101)

Edwards, C and Imrie, R (2003) Disability and Bodies as Bearers of Value in Sociology, 
Vol. 37, No. 2, pp239-256.
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Within the context of this thesis, the formula can be illustrated more 

specifically:

[(habitus of (dis)ability) (capital)] + field of learning = the practices of
(dis)ability

The emergent practices therefore become "collectively orchestrated without 

being the product of the orchestrating action of a conductor” (Bourdieu 1977: 

72). The practices I seek to explore are those which make it difficult or 
prevent young (dis)abled people from achieving their full potential and 

ambitions in the field of learning, and the sub-field of third-level education 
more specifically. I will now turn to explore each of these constitutive 

concepts in further detail as they relate to my own study. The concepts 
discussed will be utilised and further elaborated upon throughout the 
empirical chapters.

The habitus of (dis)ability

Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’ exists in the minds of actors. The habitus of (dis)ability 
can be understood as the "product of the internalization of the structures of 

the social wor/d” (Bourdieu 1989: 18) and refers to:

[Systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles 
which generate and organize practices and representations that can be 
objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious 
aiming at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in 
order to attain them. (Bourdieu 1990b: 53)

As both structuring and structured, the habitus of (dis)ability can be 

transmitted by experiences, processes and institutions, but can in itself 

generate thoughts and action. In other words, young (dis)abled people are 

not completely determined, nor completely independent; but are both the 

products and makers of their history. While action may have the appearance 
of rational behaviour, this is in effect guided by a ‘feel for the game’. Hence, 

the apparent ‘rationality’ of young (dis)abled people in ‘choosing’ between
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educational options, courses or location is unconsciously guided by that ‘feel 

for the game’ and the associated internalisation of social structures.

As the outcome of primary socialisation, or more specifically, the outcome of 

‘an individual history, the formative experiences of earliest infancy, [and] of 

the whole collective history of family and class’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 91), the 

habitus of (dis)ability incorporates largely unconscious ideas of one’s 
anticipated chances of success; "Each family transmits to its children, 

indirectly rather than directly, a certain cultural capital and a certain ethos. ” 

(Bourdieu 1976: 110). The ‘performative visions’ or imagined possibilities 
(Bourdieu 2000) that emerge are not infinite but exist within a ‘structured 

space of possibilities ‘ (Postone et al 1993: 4) of what is and what is not ‘for 

the likes of us’, that is, of what is deemed possible or impossible, or indeed 

acceptable, for individuals occupying a particular position in the social order. 

The habitus of (dis)ability interacts with the structure of objective probabilities 
inscribed in the ‘regularities of the game’ to shape decisions of whether or not 

to invest in third-level education.

The individual habitus of one person can differ from another depending on 
the environment in which they have grown up and the type of social 
structures that have been most influential. Familial and educational 

expectations and experiences will therefore be of the utmost importance. The 

dispositions inculcated within the habitus leads to the individual ‘knowing 

one’s place’ (Bourdieu 1990a, 1990b, 2000), and the ‘others’ place, that is, 
the place of the non-(dis)abled majority, and which can be maintained by 

processes of misrecognition:

The sense of one’s place is a practical sense..., a practical 
knowledge that does not know itself, a ‘learned ignorance’...which, 
as such, may be the victim of that particular form of misrecognition 
(allodoxia), consisting in mistakenly recognizing oneself in a 
particular form of representation and public enunciation of the doxa. 
The knowledge supplied by incorporation of the necessity of the 
social world, especially in the form of the sense of limits is quite real, 
like the submission which it implies and which is sometimes 
expressed in the imperative statements of resignation: That’s not for 
us’...(Bourdieu 2000: 185)
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For this reason, a young person who is deaf or blind may approach third-level 

education with caution, perceiving it as ‘not for the likes of us’. Such 

perceptions can be continually reinforced by outside agents such as 

teachers, parents and wider cultural assumptions as well as institutional 

discourses of (dis)ability and (in)equality. Understandings about ways of 

‘being’ and ‘doing’ and related social divisions become ‘naturalised’ and 

enable the ‘familiar’ world or ‘cultural arbitrary’ to be taken for granted 

(Bourdieu 1990b). It is this ‘naturalisation’ which emerges as part of those 

‘deeper structures’ of domination and oppression.

Forms of Capital

The habitus of (dis)ability is mediated by the accumulation, possession and 

convertibility of various forms of ‘capital’. The forms of ‘capital’ to which 

Bourdieu refers are resources upon which individuals and groups draw and 

utilise in order to maintain or enhance their (involuntarily ascribed) positions 

in the social order. Capital is "what makes the games of society...something 

other than simple games of chance...’’ (Bourdieu 1986: 241). These 

resources include economic capital, cultural capital, and social capital. 

Together these forms of capital constitute the network of power relations.

The use of cultural capital has been central to Bourdieu’s exploration of 

unequal educational achievement (Bourdieu 1984, 1986, 1996).4849 Forms of 

cultural capital include educational qualifications, cultural goods and services, 

and awareness and access to information. Perhaps most importantly for the 

young people in my study, is the inclusion within this domain of linguistic 

forms of capital, that is, those presupposed and naturalised forms of written

48 Bourdieu (1986) suggests that cultural capital becomes manifest in three ways; firstly, 
through the internalisation of cultivated dispositions; secondly, in objectified forms, such as 
written texts which assume possession and convertibility of linguistic capital; and finally 
through institutionalised forms, such as the education system.
49 Bourdieu’s key texts relating to education are Homo Academicus (1984) and The State 
Nobility ^996). The former explored social relations within higher education institutions while 
the latter illustrated how the type and prestige of educational institution attended were 
influential in shaping subsequent trajectories. Bourdieu’s early work on education explores 
the transmission of cultural capital and the practice of academic selection. His later work 
explores education as a field of power (Swartz 1996).
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and spoken competences demanded by the cultural arbitrary, and which 

make it difficult for some young people with (dis)abilities to fully participate in 
the field of learning on an equal basis with their non-(dis)abled peers.50 This 

is especially relevant when analysing the educational experiences of those 

young deaf people who are sign language users and whose linguistic 

difference makes capital accumulation and conversion problematic.

The significance of cultural capital can be explored in an educational context 

(Bourdieu 1977) wherein middle-class families, and similarly non-(dis)abled 

people, are advantaged in gaining educational credentials due to their 
possession of cultural and linguistic capital.51 Third-level education assumes 

familiarity with the cultural arbitrary, which in this context is one dominated by 

the non-(dis)abled majority and becomes manifest in forms of teaching and 
assumed knowledge, being able to access classroom situations and 
resources without hindrance, and familiarity and usage of written and spoken 

English. Non-(dis)abled people are thus able to effectively utilise those 
educational opportunities which are presented to them in contrast to the 

struggle experienced by those who are (dis)abled by the construction of 
cultural ‘norms’. The legitimation of these norms is continuously reinforced by 
emphases on concepts such as equality of opportunity and meritocracy. As 

Jenkins contends:

It therefore follows that pupils whose familial socialisation bestows 
upon them the appropriate level of cultural capital - both more of it 
and of the ‘right’ kind - will necessarily achieve more academically 
than those whose relationship to the cultural arbitrary is more 
distant. (Jenkins 1992: 112)

Social capital incorporates social networks and connections enabling access 

to other forms of capital. Thus, “the volume of social capital possessed by a 

given agent...depends on the size of the network of connections he (sic) can 

effectively mobilize and on the volume of the capital (economic, cultural or 
symbolic) possessed in his (sic) own right by each of those to whom he (sic)

50 The ‘problem’ of linguistic capital will be discussed further in Chapters 4 and 7.
51 See Chapter 4, section 4.2 for further discussion.
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is connected” (Bourdieu 1986: 247), giving credence to oft cited ‘Its not what 

you know, its who you know’. Nor must the role of economic capital be 
underestimated since such possession allows investment in other forms of 

capital. Ultimately, the greater the levels of economic and cultural capital, the 

greater the chances of success and the higher the levels of investment in 

third-level education there will be (Bourdieu 2000). The unequal distribution 

of capital across individuals and groups according to the social order 
perpetuates the disadvantaged position of (dis)abled people therein.

The possession and legitimation of these forms of capital, cultural capital in 

particular, by the dominant or non-(dis)abled majority, dictates what is 

‘normal’ and what is not. As Edwards and Imrie (2003) postulate, the 
‘impaired’ or ‘(dis)abled’ body itself becomes a ‘bearer of value’ or a form of 

physical capital, and greater value is bestowed on the ‘body beautiful’ of the 
non-(dis)abled majority: The attainment of corporeal ‘value’, or bodily prestige 
or status, by disabled people is circumscribed by societal views which tend to 

define and categorise disabled people’s bodies as ‘object’ and abnormal, that 

is, bodies without value” (Edwards and Imrie 2003: 244). The possession of 

capital then, has a symbolic dimension which facilitates the ‘cognition, 
communication and social differentiation of power relations’ (Bourdieu and 

Passeron 1977). This form of symbolic capital, or rather, the symbolic effects 

of capital, becomes an instrument of recognition, and by the same token, 

misrecognition, of relations between (dis)abled and non-(dis)abled 

populations. What is of significance here, is not just the potentialities of 

capital, but their subsequent effects. For (dis)abled people, negative symbolic 

capital becomes manifest as a form of symbolic domination. As Bourdieu has 
argued, "there is no worse dispossession perhaps..., than that of the losers 

in the symbolic struggle for recognition, for access to a socially recognized 
social being, in a word, to humanity” (Bourdieu 2000: 241).
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The Field of Learning and Doxic Knowledge

The habitus of (dis)ability and forms of capital interact with the field of 
learning to produce outcomes, or practice. The ‘field’ is a social microcosm 

constitutive of a set of objective structures and competitive positions in which 

the habitus of (dis)ability operates. The largely invisible relations between 

individuals and groups in a particular field are contingent upon relations of 

power and capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). The field becomes a site 

of struggle and conflict over the application of resources in a bid to maintain 

or enhance existing positions in the social order. Each field then, provides us 

with a relational frame of reference through which practices can be analysed. 

The field with which I am concerned is the field of learning, that is, of 

education, including the sub-field of third-level education, that is, of further 

and higher education settings.

Each social field constitutes a doxa or doxic knowledge. The doxa (and doxic 

knowledge) refers to a particular world view or accepted beliefs and ideas 
about ways of being and doing.52 The doxa contains "an implicit definition of 

the fundamental view of conformity” (Bourdieu 1977: 161) and implies 

various ways of ‘reasserting solidarity’ (Ibid). Both the natural and social 

world appear as self-evident and taken for granted. The strength of the doxa 
varies within and between social fields. Generally speaking however, “the 

stabler the objective structures and the more fully they reproduce themselves 

in the agents’ dispositions, the greater the extent of the field of doxa, of that 

which is taken for granted” (Bourdieu 1977: 165/166).

‘Paradoxical submission’ (Bourdieu 2001) to the doxa is an effect of symbolic 

violence, of ‘gentle’ violence which becomes exerted through ‘symbolic 

channels of cognition and communication’ (Ibid: 1/2). Bourdieu illustrates the 

nature of symbolic violence more clearly as:

52 Bourdieu conceptualises the doxa and doxic knowledge as taken for granted ideas about 
the social world and which arises due to “the coincidence of the objective structures and the 
internalized structures which provides the illusion of immediate understanding, characteristic 
of practical experience of the familiar universe, and which at the same time excludes from 
that experience any inquiry as to its own conditions of possibility” (Bourdieu 1990b: 20).
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[C]oercion which is set up only through the consent that the 
dominated cannot fail to give to the dominator (and therefore to the 
domination) when their understanding of the situation and relation 
can only use the instruments of knowledge that they have in 
common with the dominator, which, being merely the incorporated 
form of the structure of the relation of domination, make this relation 
appear as natural; or, in other words, when the schemes they 
implement in order to perceive and evaluate themselves or to 
perceive and evaluate the dominators (high/low, male/female, 
white/black [non-disabled/disabled]...) are the product of the 
incorporation of the (thus naturalized) classifications of which their 
social being is the product. (Bourdieu 2000: 170)

The ‘submission’ of the dominated, which ensures the naturalization of 

divisions, and the imposition of a cultural arbitrary or ‘doxic knowledge’, is in 

itself a consequence of power. People with impairments then, are (dis)abled 

by the construction and imposition of the doxa which becomes deeply 
embedded through those various forms of capital. The internalisation of the 

doxa inscribed in the habitus is, according to Bourdieu (2000), assisted not 
only by the State but by the ‘ordinary order of things’. Bourdieu asserts that:

It would be wrong to underestimate the pressure or oppression, 
continuous and often unnoticed, of the ordinary order of things, the 
conditionings imposed by the material conditions of existence, by 
the insidious injunctions...of economic and social structures and of 
the mechanisms through which they are reproduced. (Bourdieu 
2000:141)

This has particular links to the social model of (dis)ability whereby economic 

and social structures are central, yet Bourdieu I argue, goes further by taking 

account of cultural implications in the construction and imposition of social 

ways of being and doing.

The imposed distinction between those social differences considered ‘normal’ 
or otherwise has had profound implications for the lived experiences of 

(dis)abled people. For Bourdieu categorisation is a form of symbolic violence 

and domination which enables the continued legitimation of majority/minority 

relations. The natural ‘distinction’ of the non-(dis)abled majority has been 
illustrated by Price and Shildrick who in relation to one author’s non- 

(dis)abled status, suggest; “/ am a member of an identity category which
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need never be spoken, which knows that its place remains that of the socio

cultural norm” (Price and Shildrick 1998: 231). Such classificatory schema 

becomes an instrument of knowledge and recognition and acts as a ‘call to 

order’ by "producing objectively orchestrated practices adjusted to those 

divisions” (Bourd\eu 1977: 163).

Challenging the doxa requires more than mere conscious-raising. In contrast 

to Archer’s conceptualisation of the ability of actors to instigate change at an 

individual level, Bourdieu suggests that change emerges through collective 

action, and even then, substantive change to dominant world views will only 

occur when there is an ‘objective crisis’ (Bourdieu 1977). It is only "when the 

social world loses its character as a natural phenomenon that the question of 

the natural or conventional character...of social facts can be raised” 

(Bourdieu 1977: 169). Bourdieu, while acknowledging that the habitus is not 

‘destiny’ (Bourdieu 2000: 180), suggests that those dispositions constituting 
the habitus are durable and cannot be easily transformed. This contention 
appears to maintain the dominated in a position of ‘doxic submission’ with 
little opportunity of effectively challenging their location. Yet we could argue 

that (dis)abled people, and the (dis)ability movement, have begun to actively 
challenge the inferior identity to which they have been ascribed. By the same 
token however, progress remains relatively slow despite ongoing challenge 

and it is this to which Bourdieu refers to as ‘durable’, since it takes time for 

the habitus of both the (dis)abled and non-(dis)abled populations to be 

reconstituted. Even where the dominant cultural arbitrary is challenged, it will 

not be until the habitus of the non-(dis)abled population is effectively 

transformed via the internalisation of ‘new’ dispositions that we will see 

substantive change. It is this which I argue assists me in further 

understanding the emergence and continued existence of the (Dis)ability 
Movement.

A Bourdieudian dream?

While Bourdieu’s ideas represent a move away from traditional dichotomies, 
there are weaknesses associated with his work. Both Archer (2000) and
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Jenkins (1992) contend that Bourdieu never quite manages to shake off the 

shackles of determinism. I argue that the greater agential emphasis that is 

characteristic of Archer’s dialectical approach is somewhat illusionary given 
the complex forms of discrimination that prevail (McLaughlin et al 2006). 

Whilst any weaknesses need to be acknowledged, a Bourdieudian approach 

to (dis)ability has much to offer. It would be foolish to discount Bourdieu’s 

theoretical framework for its seemingly deterministic overtones, particularly 
given the centrality of economic, social and medical discourses in (dis)abled 

people’s lives. I argue that a Bourdieudian framework allows me to overcome 

the limitations identified in seeking to apply the approaches of Giddens and 
Archer to (dis)ability. It is the juxtaposition of objectivity and subjectivity via 

the concepts of habitus, field, capital and practice, and the Bourdieudian lens 

of domination and oppression that enables me to effectively explore the 
dialectic therein. In my empirical analysis I have examined these themes 

among the relatively less powerful (young (dis)abled people) and the more 
powerful (third-level education providers and policymakers). In so doing, this 
study has contributed to the pursuit of theoretical advancement within 

(dis)ability studies as well as sociology more generally by pushing the 
otherwise reductive boundaries of the social model of (dis)ability. Such a 
theoretical endeavour assists in the ongoing development of a ‘sociology of 

(dis)ability’ and the quest for recognition and equality that lies therein. As 
Edwards and Imrie argue; "Bourdieu’s sociology is important because it 
seeks to circumvent such dualistic conceptions of theory and practice” 

(Edwards and Imrie 2003: 252).

3.8 Conclusion

The ascriptive nature of (dis)ability has had far-reaching consequences in 

distinguishing between certain majority and minority populations in 

contemporary society. The imposed distinction between those social 

differences considered ‘normal’ or otherwise has had profound implications 

for the lived experiences of (dis)abled people. The ongoing debate between 
the individual/medical model of (dis)ability and the social model has yet to be 
reconciled. While (dis)ability has been reconceptualised as a function of the
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structures and institutions inherent in contemporary society, I contend that 
the social model fails to take sufficient account of either cultural or 

impairment effects and their subsequent interaction. Moreover, the social 

model has failed to effectively uncover the dialectic between structure, 

culture and agency. I argue that (dis)ability arises, not as a result of individual 

impairment, but through the complex interaction between impairment and the 

imposition of restrictions by cultures, structures and institutions, that is, those 
legitimised ways of ‘being’ and ‘doing’ as exerted by educational, medical 

and social discourses. By seeking to overcome those dichotomies which 

have traditionally been prevalent within the (dis)ability field, I hope to push 
(dis)ability ‘theory’ in a new direction; a direction which, assisted by a 
Bourdieudian framework, has enabled me to effectively examine and 

conceptualise the dialectical relationship herein.
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Chapter Four - ‘Education, Education, Education’53

4.0 Introduction

The recognition of education as a necessary staple of contemporary society 

is undeniable. What is disputed is the key domain wherein the benefits and 

goals of education lie. It is perhaps somewhat naive to seek a single answer 

to this posed dilemma since the benefits of education can be seen to have 
economic, social, cultural and affective outcomes.54 The advent of 

globalisation and ‘late modernity’ (Beck 1992) has led to greater emphasis 

upon the economic goals of education. Nonetheless, the role of education as 

a means to personal development and individual capacity building remains 

central.

The move towards marketisation, particularly within third-level education, has 

been described as ‘corrosive to the social relationships of curricular justice’ 

(Nunan et al 2005: 253). While much research has focused on the negative 
relationship between education and social class, and in Northern Ireland, 
religion, relatively little attention has been paid to the complex relationship 

between the changing face of education more generally and (dis)ability. The 

location of young (dis)abled people within a ‘special needs’ framework has 

failed to go sufficiently beyond a segregative/integrative perspective towards 

one which views (dis)abled people as a legitimate group with the same status 

as other hitherto marginalised groups for whom segregative practices are 
considered unlawful. The more recent emphasis on ‘inclusion’ is I argue, 

somewhat misleading and, in its current form(s), represent little more than 
reconstituted conceptions of integration and normalisation.

This chapter considers the range of practices which have compounded the 

under-representation of (dis)abled people across third-level education. 

Understandings of (dis)ability as constitutive of individual deficit and relative

53 ‘Education, Education, Education’ is the now oft cited mantra of New Labour’s 1997 
election campaign.
54 See for example Archer (2000); Baker et al (2004); Chitty (2004); Crawford (2003); Lynch 
and Baker (2005); Riddell et al (2005a); Thomas (2001).
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‘inability’ has manifested itself in the ability binary upon which institutional 

discourses of (dis)ability and educational frameworks across the field of 
learning are based.55 To this end I discuss the social construction of merit 

and discourses of inclusion. I argue that the language of ‘barriers’, prominent 

across (dis)ability studies, is inherently weak. The problematisation of 

‘barriers’ is illustrative of the deeper structures of domination and oppression 

that persist and which necessitate more appropriate terminology. Finally, 

attention is turned to the experiences of (dis)abled people within third-level 

education as outlined in the literature to date. Processes of transition, the 
negotiation of risk and the nature of support provision within universities and 

colleges are all considered. The discursive practices considered in this 

chapter are located within a Bourdieudian framework.

4.1 The Changing Face of Third-Level Education

The nature of education as a social, positional, cultural and economic good 
has far-reaching implications. The increasing link between educational 

qualifications and job allocation has heightened the significance of 
educational investment (lannelli 2004: 15). lannelli has further argued that 
the proportion of people entering third-level education has grown 

considerably in all Western European countries and that “(factors related to 

policy, to institutional provision and to changes in individual life-chances have 

supported this general trend of educational expansion.” (\ar\r\e\U 2004: 14).

Enhanced third-level participation across the general population has 

perpetuated interest in the social determinants of educability. While the latter 
have "highlighted the extent and stubbornness of inequalities in terms of 

access, duration and outcomes of educational opportunity and experience” 

(Barton 1997: 63), this has been dominated by issues relating to class, 
gender and ethnicity rather than (dis)ability. Riddell et al (2005a, 2005b) 

argue that (dis)ability issues have been marginalised in the official policy 
documents of educational institutions and that "despite the growing interest in

55 See Chapter 1, section 1.0 on (Dis)ability and the Ability Binary.
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higher education on the part of both policymakers and researchers, there 

have to date been no large-scale studies of patterns of participation and 
experiences of disabled students in higher education” (R\dde\\ et al 2005a: 2). 

Within further education, the incorporation of the mid 1990s and the ensuing 

financial crisis has had an impact on the extent of provision available for 

(dis)abled students with many buildings and campuses remaining 
inaccessible at the turn of the century.56

The distinction between further education and higher education has been 

insidiously reinforced by the plethora of mainstream research studies 

focusing on one or the other. The terms ‘further’ and ‘higher’ have 

traditionally distinguished between different types of programme, modes of 
study and institution. These boundaries have become increasingly blurred 
as more and more further education colleges begin to offer higher 

education qualifications and as higher education institutions begin to target 
previously excluded sections of the population. Young (2006) has argued 
that the distinction between further and higher education is reflective of 
‘ideological and identity work’; “[Such distinctions] sustain identities and 

boundaries for both students and teachers and at the same time limit as 
well as enhance people’s expectations and possibilities” {Young 2006: 3). 

Thus, the relatively rigid differentiation persistent across the sub-field of 
third-level education has succeeded in legitimising and reproducing ‘acute’ 

forms of selection and differential levels of achievement (Young 2006).

4.2 Utilising Bourdieu - The Reproductive Role of Education

Academics have used Bourdieu’s work to illustrate the reproductive role of 

education, particularly in relation to the cultural habitus, processes of 
selection and the meritocratic ideals that lie therein.57 The essence of 

Bourdieu’s work in this domain lies in his analysis of the inverse 
relationship between social class and educational achievement.

56 See Appendix A for further detail on education policy in Northern Ireland.
57 For example Brooks (2003); Jenkins (1992); Macrae and Maguire (2002, 2004); Reay 
(2002, 2003); Riddell et al (2005a); Sullivan (2001); Thomas (2001).
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Bourdieu’s theory of cultural reproduction suggests that children from 
middle-class families are advantaged in gaining educational credentials 

compared to working-class children, due to their possession of various 

forms of capital and cultural capital in particular.

As discussed in Chapter 3, the dialectical relationship that is characteristic 

of the Bourdieudian framework is grounded in the inter-relational concepts 
of habitus, social field and social practice.58 These conceptualisations can 

be readily applied to (dis)ability if we substitute (dis)ability for ‘working- 

class’ and the non-(dis)abled majority for the ‘middle-class’ or ‘privileged’.

To invest or not to invest

Bourdieu views the education system as the primary institution through 
which the divisions of the social order are sanctified.59 The educational 

trajectories of groups and individuals then, become contingent upon the 
appropriation and reappropriation of various forms of capital (Bourdieu 

1996). As Bourdieu asserts:

[Education] is in fact one of the most effective means of 
perpetuating the existing social pattern, as it both provides an 
apparent justification for social inequalities and gives recognition to 
the cultural heritage, that is, to a social gift treated as a natural one 
(Bourdieu 1974: 32)

That the education system assumes possession of cultural capital by 

naturalising and legitimating the practices of the non-(dis)abled majority, 

makes it difficult for young (dis)abled people who do not possess or are 

unable to accumulate and convert various forms of capital:

58 These concepts are extensively discussed in Chapter 3, section 3.7 and will not be 
repeated here.
59The view that educational institutions play a major role in socialising young people into 
accepting the dominant norms and values of society has been further highlighted by Barton 
and Armstrong (2001); Cole (2000); Davis (2003); Farnen (1997); Foster et al (1996); and 
Kolbe et al(1997).
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By doing away with giving explicitly to everyone what it implicitly 
demands of everyone, the educational system demands of 
everyone alike that they have what it does not give. This consists 
mainly of linguistic and cultural competence and that relationship 
of familiarity with culture which can... be produced by family 
upbringing when it transmits the dominant culture (Bourdieu 1977: 
494)60

The relationship between cultural capital and educational attainment has 

been explored by Sullivan (2001). Sullivan suggests that the national 

curriculum can hinder outcomes and aspirations:

It may be argued that the association between cultural knowledge 
and GCSE attainment must be due to a bias towards high culture 
in the curriculum. However, it may be that pupils are rewarded 
highly in examinations and assessed coursework for 
demonstrating precisely that knowledge which they are unlikely to 
have gained within the school. This would be consistent with 
Bourdieu’s claim that the school fails to give explicitly to everyone 
what it implicitly demands of everyone. In this case, pupils from 
backgrounds poor in cultural capital may suffer most from a 
curriculum that is designed to avoid content and styles that are 
associated with the dominant culture (Sullivan 2001: 910)61

Thus, a Bourdieudian framework suggests that low levels of participation 

and the under-representation of (dis)abled people across the sub-field of 
third-level education do not merely result from low aspirations or a lack of 
choice, but from deeper structures of domination and oppression. 

Decisions of whether or not to invest in third-level education can be 

understood as arising out of the Bourdieudian relationship between the 

subjective aspirations and expectations of young (dis)abled people, that is, 

of one’s anticipated chances of success, which are constitutive of the 

habitus, and the structure of objective probabilities which are constitutive 

of a social field (Bourdieu 2000). The structure of objective probabilities or 

chances which are inscribed in the ‘regularities of the game’ (Bourdieu 

1984, 2000) are those which are attached to an agent and their position,

60 These forms of capital include economic, social and cultural capital as well as symbolic 
capital, that is, the symbolic effects of capital.
61 The lack of diversity within the curriculum has been further acknowledged by Baker et al 
(2004); Barton and Armstrong (2001); Cole (2000); Frederickson and Cline (2002); Judge 
(2003) and Lynch and Baker (2005).
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that is, of young people’s involuntary positioning within the social hierarchy 

as ‘(dis)abled’. This ‘tendential law of human behaviours’ whereby 

"subjective hopes of profit tend to be adjusted to the objective probability 
of profit” (Bourd\eu 2000: 216) and which governs subsequent levels of 

investment in the ‘game’, is at odds with Beck’s individualisation thesis 

wherein decisions of investment are understood as resulting from 

individual choice. The ways in which objective structures can facilitate the 
adjustment of expectations to chances is “no doubt one of the most 

powerful factors of conservation of the established orc/er” (Bourdieu 2000: 

216).

‘Inclusive Readiness’

Cultural capital in the form of educational qualifications is deemed 

necessary for progression to third-level education; higher education in 

particular. Pedagogic action across the field of learning is however, 
grounded in the practices of non-(dis)abled majority. As Lodge and Lynch 
contend, “Curriculum content, pedagogical approaches and organisational 

norms and processes can all contribute to the exclusion of students with 
disabilities from full participation in education” (Lodge and Lynch 2003: 

19). The familiarity of the non-(dis)abled majority to the pedagogic 

practices of the cultural arbitrary facilitates, on the one hand, the 
naturalisation of inequalities of power and resources, and on the other 

hand, the denaturalisation of ‘difference’ and creation of the ‘Other’. Any 

resulting inequalities are presented as resulting directly from individuals 

and not from underlying structures and processes. I argue that the 

education system presupposes not only cultural capital, but ‘inclusive 

readiness’, that is, the extent to which members of a group possess those 

qualities or ‘attributes’ considered necessary if they are to readily avail or 

benefit from educational opportunities. In other words, the education 
system presupposes uniform educability based on individual capability and 

adaptability.
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The education system is constructed and caters for those who conform to 
societal ‘norms’ associated with a non-(dis)abied majority, and 

incorporated across educational frameworks. The apparently open 

education system excludes those who are unable to be readily included in 

mainstream educational settings without change to existing policy and 

practice. Segregated schooling is one example of a policy which has 
avoided the need for institutional change. Similarly, “...working-class 

children pay the price of their access to secondary education by relegation 

into institutions and school careers which entice them with the false 

pretences of apparent homogeneity only to ensnare them in a truncated 

educational destiny” {Bourd\eu and Passeron 1977: 158).

Linguistic Capital

Bourdieu’s consideration of one key aspect of cultural capital, that is, of 
linguistic capital, is especially pertinent for young (dis)abled people 

including those young people who are deaf or who are visually impaired. 

Like Bourdieu, Lynch and Baker (2005) argue that there is a bias towards 
the ‘linguistic intelligences’ within the curriculum and methods of 
assessment, and through which educational practices grounded in forms 

of written and spoken English become naturalised. Bourdieu suggests that 
examinations provide “one of the most efficacious tools for the enterprise 

of inculcating the dominant culture and the value of that culture” (Bourdieu 

and Passeron 1977: 142). Given the inculcation of linguistic bias by the 
dominant hearing and seeing population, those who are deaf or visually 

impaired find themselves excluded from both the curriculum and methods 

of assessment and examination. In other words, the education system 

discriminates in favour of those who are rich in this particular form of 

cultural capital, and in so doing preserves and perpetuates already 

advantaged social positions. As Lynch and Baker (2005) argue, “This 

inevitably means that students who are not proficient in the linguistic skills 

required in schools and colleges... are defined as failures or lacking in 
intelligence simply by virtue of the way they relate to and know the world.” 

(Lynch and Baker 2005: 138). These taken for granted practices are also
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constitutive of complex forms of discrimination, that is, of institutional and 

systemic discrimination (McLaughlin et al 2006).

Lynch and Baker (2005) suggest that much discussion relating to equality 

in education is concerned with how to equalize access and participation to 

education for under-represented social groups. They argue that this 

approach is limited and fails to recognise the complexity of educational 
inequalities which lie in “the deeply integrated relationship that exists 

between education and the economic, political, socio-cultural and affective 
systems in society.”(Lynch and Baker 2005: 132).62 Similarly, I assert that 

educational inequalities result from the complex interrelationship between 

the habitus of (dis)ability, the objectives structures immanent across the 
field of learning, and the assumed emphasis that is placed upon various 

forms of capital.

4.3 The Social Construction of Merit in Education Settings

In a society grounded in essentially meritocratic ideologies, measures 
based on equality of opportunity fall short.63 Equality of opportunity without 

substance cuts little ice for young (dis)abled people who do not possess 

resources enabling engagement with the latter. ‘Opportunities’ are 
inevitably tailored towards those with possession of cultural capital 

(Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). Selection or admission procedures, 

streaming or ‘grouping’ processes, syllabus design, and institutional 

discourses of (dis)ability and (in)equality more generally, are also 
significant in perpetuating the under-representation and poor quality 

experiences of (dis)abled people in third-level (Baker et al (2004); Lynch 

and Baker (2005); Reay (2001); Riddell et al (2005a); Sullivan (2001)).

Meritocratic and apparently open education systems and forms of selection 

based upon equality of opportunity, negate the pressures young (dis)abled 

people are put under to conform to the cultural arbitrary and the extent to

621 discuss Baker et al’s equality of condition approach in Chapter 5, section 5.6.
63 i discuss the concept of (in)equality of opportunity in more depth in Chapter 5, section 5.4.
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which the ability to do so is largely dependent upon levels of access to, and 
the ability to accumulate and convert various forms of capital. The social 

construction of merit that is deeply embedded within the education system is 
reflective of the ability binary, that is, of doxic ideas or socially constructed 

conceptions of ‘ability’ wherein ‘ability’ is perceived to be located within the 

minds and bodies of the non-(dis)abled majority, and not within (dis)abled 

and/or impaired bodies. Similarly, the social construction of merit, of what 

meritorious people are likely to be like and wherein merit is likely to reside, 

enables the advantaged position of the non-(dis)abled majority to be 

preserved via hidden processes of exclusion and apparently neutral 
processes of selection. Rhode (1989) has argued that “Merit is a social 

construct that reflects a range of factors over which the individual has no 
control, including natural talent, family background, education environment, 
economic resources and...socialisation’’ (cited in McCrudden 1998: 570), 

the distribution of which seemingly confers the right to advantage in the 
education system.

Processes of selection are particularly evident in Northern Ireland with the 
continued existence of the grammar school system and the eleven plus (until 
2008). Young children are stratified at the age of 11 according to perceived 

ability. Understandings of ‘ability’ in this context, is often about the 

possession of cultural capital and the particular types of knowledge assumed 

by the school system. For young (dis)abled people, the prospect of attending 

a grammar school is significantly reduced (Byrne and Caul 2001). Indeed:

Research has shown a meritocratic approach helps a few individuals 
with ‘outstanding talents’ to overcome the limitations of social 
disadvantage, but it overlooks many more, and does not improve the 
educational experience for the majority who are left behind 
(Mortimore and Whitty 1999: 82, cited in Thomas 2001: 76)

Where young (dis)abled people do succeed, this, as Sullivan (2001) has 

argued, contributes to the legitimised competition for advantage. The moral 
weight attributed to what is and what is not meritorious in the education 

system, is inherently misleading since it ignores the arbitrariness through
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which the qualifying criteria of merit is constructed (McCrudden 1998). 

McLaughlin has stated:

The merit principal... relies on modernist notions of testing as well 
as possessive individualism: That is, on the idea that merit and 
ability are context free and can legitimately and reliably be 
measured independently of the contexts in which they arise or are 
applied (McLaughlin 2005: 10)

Such an approach remains insensitive to the habitus of (dis)ability in which 

ideas of what is and what is not educationally meritorious, and of the 

associated ability binary, become inculcated. Calhoun has pointed out that 
7e sens practique’ (Bourdieu 1990), that sense of place people have of 

themselves and their social world is:

“[T]he intuitive sense people have of what is possible or not possible 
for them... It shapes the ways working-class youth collude in their 
own academic failures, It also shapes, conversely, the ways in which 
the privileged...feel the world is open to them, its prizes theirs for the 
taking, success the result of a meritocratic competition. All of these 
examples involve people located in social space and actions shaped 
by social relations. But... some of them create experiences of 
individual empowerment while others create experiences of 
individual incapacity. The privileged feel free as individuals precisely 
because their habituses are well attuned to the dominant socio
cultural organization. But the less privileged experience a mismatch 
between their embodied capacities to generate action and some of 
the fields in which they are forced to act... (Calhoun 2003: 559/560)

In other words, meritocratic processes can emerge as a form of ‘systematic 

disempowerment’ (Calhoun 2003: 560). For young (dis)abled people the 
relationship between merit and desert is further complicated by the hidden 

relationship between desert and the socially constructed ability binary. 

Similar views on selection and stratification processes have been asserted by 

Lynch and Baker (2005); Baker et al (2004); Foster et al (1996) and Riddell 

et al (2005a). As McCrudden argues, one primary “objection to merit 
arguments... lies in the degree to which merit is used to provide a moral 
underpinning for the status quo.” (McCrudden 1998: 577 original emphasis).
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4.4 Assimilation or Radical Change - Understanding Inclusion

‘Special education’ has undergone rapid change in the last quarter of the 
twentieth century (Judge 2003).64 Concepts such as ‘special educational 

needs’ (SEN) and integration have been effectively hung, drawn and 

quartered in theory if not in practice. While various legislative and policy 

developments have collapsed the categories of ‘special educational needs’ 

and ‘disability’, it is important to note that not all pupils with (dis)abilities have 

‘special educational needs’ and vice versa. The perpetuation of segregative 

practices classified as ‘special education’ has preserved the exclusivity of 

mainstream education on the basis of the underlying ability binary and 
avoided the need for institutional change.65 The naturalisation of such 

divisions and the imposition of a cultural arbitrary or ‘doxic knowledge’ is in 

itself a consequence of power (Bourdieu 2000).

From Integration to Inclusion

The ‘new’ educational ‘buzz-word’ of the 21st century, particularly where 
children with ‘special educational needs’ or (dis)abilities are concerned, is 
‘inclusion’. Inclusion is not a new idea. But is this as far-reaching as it 

sounds, or merely a glossy way of describing the assimilation of (dis)abled

64 The modern era has been characterised by a system of segregation for children with 
‘special educational needs’. This is in spite of legislation such as the 1944 Education Act and 
the 1978 Warnock Report which favoured integration ‘where possible’ (Barnes 1999; 
Frederickson and Cline 2002; Rieser 2000). Rather than challenge existing practices, the 
1944 Education Act “constructed a highly segregative post-war education system with its ten 
categories of handicap for which special schools would cater” (Thomas et al 2005: 18). The 
1978 Warnock Report advocated equality of educational opportunity, achievable through 
mainstreaming and ‘integration’. This was further reinforced through subsequent Education 
Acts, and Education Orders in Northern Ireland - See Appendix A. Education policy has thus 
focused towards mainstreaming and integration as the best way of promoting equality for 
(dis)abled young people. It is interesting to note that Lady Warnock, who advocated this 
approach so strongly, has recently attempted to distance herself from the Warnock legacy, 
given the extensive change that has failed to materialise.
65 Frederickson and Cline (2002), Judge (2003) and Rieser (2000) are critical of segregation 
on the grounds that this can have a range of negative effects on young people such as 
isolation, stigma, low self esteem and low educational attainments, and that segregation can 
restrict access to the full range of educational opportunities at both pre and post-16. A 
segregated system, in essence, reflects the desires and views of the majority non-(dis)abled 
population for whom (dis)ability or impairment is considered not only alien, but undesirable, 
and a hindrance to the educational and economic development of the majority. It is this 
majority group upon whom future national growth is perceived to be based.
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people into a so-called mainstream or ‘normal’ society? Or does inclusion, as 

Bourdieu would assert, stop outside the classroom door where it is then 

submerged by the normalising cultural arbitrary manifested in the school or 

college curricula and syllabi (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977)7 Commentators 

such as Thomas argue that the ideals underpinning inclusive education “have 
much deeper roots in liberal and progressive thought” (Thomas et al 2005: 

17). Conceptions of inclusion have derived, in part, from a desire to challenge 
the prevailing orthodoxy, and in part from a concern with the growing ‘rights’ 

agenda at both a national and international level (Barnes 1999; Evans and 
Lunt 2005; Florian 2005; Rieser 2000; Shelvin 2002; Thomas et al 2005).

Definitions of inclusion are located on a continuum from weak forms of 

inclusion to relatively strong understandings. Evans and Lunt (2005) highlight 

‘weak’ forms of inclusion whereby children or young people with (dis)abilities 
in mainstream education settings receive specialist support from outside the 
school. This approach suggests that rather than adapt premises or teaching 

strategies, schools and colleges could effectively continue as they are. Judge 
(2003) associates early forms of inclusion with ‘mainstreaming’. While this 

view agrees that inclusive education is a fundamental human right, Judge 
argues that this is too narrow, and what is needed is a concept of inclusion 
which views the education system as capable of reproducing or challenging 

inequalities. In other words, a concept of inclusion which involves and goes 

beyond “a cultural re-structuring of the present education system which 
ensures that the norms and cultural values which are defined respect the 

diversity of the wider community” (Judge 2003: 156). Such norms not only 

need to respect diversity, but themselves be challenged and broken down.

Rieser (2000) distinguishes between concepts of integration and inclusion, 

and suggests that integration is merely an issue of location. Inclusion goes 
further than this and is essentially about a “child’s right to belong to her/his 

local mainstream school, to be valued for who s/he is and to be provided with
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all the support s/he needs to thrive” (Rieser 2000: 151).66 Florian identifies 

integration as inextricably linked to underlying principles of normalisation 

since integration has been about "how to join in the mainstream, how to 

become like others... [The latter] is at the heart of the concept of 

normalisation” (Florian 2005: 30). Assumptions of ‘joining’ have been 

critiqued since “...integration, by virtue of being a process of joining, first 

assumed that the exclusion of people with disabilities from ordinary life was 
acceptable” (Florian 2005: 30). But do concepts of inclusion, by their very 

nature, not also assume a ‘process of joining’ in an area from which 

(dis)abled people have been largely excluded? To be excluded from 

something is to suggest the existence of an ideal which everyone should 
strive for. To be included further suggests the subsuming of a minority 

category or group within a majority group, the process of which suggests that 
it is the ideals and values of the majority group which are deemed superior.

Nunan et al (2005) explore the role of inclusive practices in higher education. 
They distinguish between a liberal view and critical view of inclusion. A liberal 
view of inclusivity "focuses upon increasing participation and success in 

higher education, particularly by individuals representing groups within 

society that have traditionally been excluded on the basis of, for example, 

gender, socio-economic status, age, disability, ‘race’, and ethnicity” (Nunan 
et al 2005: 251). This is the approach currently adopted within third-level 

education as evidenced via ‘widening participation’ strategies. Nunan et al, 

however, rightly critique this approach. They argue that this ‘liberal’ approach 
fails to go far enough and that it “is largely to do with manipulating the inputs 

and processes and little to do with challenging outcomes that perpetuate 

unequal or oppressive social and economic structures and relations” (Nunan 

et al 2005: 251/252). Thus, rather than challenge the system, a liberal view of 

inclusion merely maintains the status quo. What is needed is a critical view of 

inclusion, achieved through ‘curricular justice’, and which seeks to transform 
social relations by placing inclusive education "into the mainstream of

66 According to this view, an identification of barriers within the school’s environment, 
teaching and learning strategies, and attitudes, which prevent the full participation of children 
with (dis)abilities, will also be required.
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curriculum formation, and challenge staff to reshape their curricula, teaching, 

learning and assessment processes, with the values and principles that 

embody inclusive education” (Nunan et al 2005: 250).

Inclusion - A Critique

While initially progressive, the concept of inclusion has come to an 

intellectual standstill. It has I argue, become as (dis)abling as the integrative 

perspective that has been extensively critiqued. The term inclusion is in itself, 
misleading, ideologically loaded, and riddled with ambiguities. The language 

of inclusion fails to sufficiently recognise and convey the deeper structures of 
oppression and domination, through which (dis)abled people have been 
excluded. The notion of inclusion represents a failed understanding by non- 

(dis)abled policymakers and some academics that the ‘game’ has already 
begun (Young 1990), and that the ‘rules’ and ‘standards’ have been 
constructed by and for the non-(dis)abled majority. If (dis)abled people are to 

take part in this ‘game’, they must conform to those ‘terms and conditions’ 

which have been legitimised. At the root of inclusion is a need for acceptance 
and ‘welcome’ by the dominant group, and which creates the illusion of a ‘gift’ 
rather than a ‘right’. While inclusion tentatively recognises the need for 

society to actively include marginalised groups, it fails to challenge the 

substantive rules and regulations on which the inclusive domain is based. To 

frame practices in this way then, is to miss the intricacies of practices of 
institutional and systemic discrimination and the dialectic therein.

4.5 The Language of ‘Barriers’

It is generally accepted that young (dis)abled people are faced with extensive 
barriers in their quest for educational achievement and fulfilment.67 While 

inaccessibility and physical barriers are significant, I contend that these are 

merely a symptom or a manifestation of more deeply embedded ‘barriers’, 

that is, of deeper structures of domination and oppression.

67 See for example, Barnes (1999); Barton (1996); Barton and Armstrong (2001); Gregory et 
al (1999); Oliver (1990); Oliver and Barnes (1998); Swain et al (1993).
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Identifying barriers

The literature has identified a number of ‘barriers’. These problematic social 

practices can emerge in diverse forms and may be:

• Visible or invisible

• Active or passive in their exercise

• Large or small

• Exclusive to a particular group, setting or disadvantage

• Consciously or unconsciously erected

• Discrete or continuous

Rieser (2000) identifies six key areas through which barriers have emerged 
for (dis)abled people:

• Physical environment

• Communication issues

• Social/attitudinal factors

• Inadequate and inappropriate staff levels, training and resources

• Institutional (disabling rules, regulations and procedures)

• Emotional barriers

All of the above can apply to both pre and post-16 educational settings. 
Barton and Armstrong (2001) suggest that parental knowledge, material and 

cultural resources can play an important role in influencing access, 
experiences and outcomes in education. Moreover, that “barriers to inclusion 

in ordinary schools (sic) arise through the ways policy is made and 

interpreted at the levels of discourse, attitudes, assessment, curriculum and 

pedagogy, and the distribution of resources” (Barton and Armstrong 2001: 

703).
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The post-16 education system constitutes additional barriers to which young 
(dis)abled people are expected to overcome or accept. The financial barriers 

to further and higher education have been documented in both the Dearing 
(1997) and Kennedy Reports (1997). The abolition of maintenance grants 

and introduction of top-up fees create additional barriers to higher education, 

to which (dis)abled people, already faced with support cost issues, may be 

discouraged. Thomas (2001) uses the term barrier to refer to “factors that 

discourage or prevent participation in post-compulsory education”, although 

these issues can also be applied to the pre-16 system, and identifies four 

prevalent ‘sets’ of barriers:

• Barriers related to the education system

• Barriers linked to income and the labour market

• Influence of social and cultural factors

• Notions of individual ‘deficits’
(Thomas 2001: 7)

The latter category is heavily criticised by Thomas. Rather than acknowledge 

the barriers created by the education system, the latter stance places 
responsibility upon the individual who ‘chooses’ whether or not to participate. 

Rigid and inflexible admissions and entry qualifications, insufficient support 

services, institutional culture, a lack of information and low awareness levels 

create a multitude of obstacles which (dis)abled people can be subject to 

(Riddell et al 2005a, 2005b; Thomas 2001; Tinklin and Hall 1999).

The elimination of identified barriers is complex. The literature has not 

extensively identified potential objectives and ways of eradicating obstacles. 

It is recognised that some barriers will be more difficult to overcome than 

others so embedded is the dominant culture of normalisation as opposed to 
diversity. As Riddell et al suggest; “While tackling physical barriers may be 

contentious in terms of the amount of money involved in relation to the 

number of students who will benefit, altering teaching and assessment 

approaches for particular students is likely to be far more contentious, since
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questions of fairness and the maintenance of academic standards inevitably 

rise” (Riddell et al 2005a: 78).

‘Barriers’- A Critique

The term ‘barrier’ is regularly used without question or critique. It could be 

that rather than identifying complex forms of discrimination (McLaughlin et al 

2006), limited use of the term ‘barrier’ glosses over the dialectic and 

reinforces underlying power relations. The concept of barriers refers to the 
idea that there are restrictions or boundaries, preventing an individual or 

group from accessing something that is readily available to others. Yet it is 

not the barrier itself which causes the inequality. Rather, the barrier 

highlights already existing inequalities and disadvantages. Barriers do not 

emerge unsolicited, but are inextricably linked and conditioned by 
majority/minority relations in society. Thus barriers at micro-level, while 
ranging from physical to financial or attitudinal, are effectively different 
manifestations of one overriding ‘barrier’ at the macro-level. It is the norms 

and values of the dominant culture which plant the seeds for consequent 
inequalities and processes not everyone is able to meet (Bourdieu and 
Passeron 1977).

The idea of barriers is further linked to the perceived existence of a 

meritocratic society in which we strive for equality of opportunity. Barriers 
prevent (dis)abled people from accessing opportunities in education and 

training. The most obvious solution to this, and achievement of equality in 

this sense, would be to remove all barriers so that (dis)abled people have the 

same opportunities to access third-level education as non-(dis)abled people. 

Two key issues arise here. First, to do so would imply that all barriers can be 

easily removed. Secondly, such a solution fails to eliminate underlying 

causes of disadvantage. And perhaps thirdly, the elimination of barriers in 
this way implies a lack of ownership and accountability in relation to the 

construction of the barriers. The term appears to emerge only when the 

disadvantaged individual has not been able to overcome the barrier or 

obstacle. Barriers are not ‘barriers’ until they are ‘real’ and happening. But is
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this not a misrepresentation? The overriding macro-barrier, that is, those 
deep structures of domination and oppression, is already in place but 

becomes ‘real’ in the day to day social interactions between those providing 

education and those receiving it.

4.6 Transitions

A ‘transition’ implies a shift from one period or phase to another. In a youth 

context, this generally refers to the move from school to work, or from 

adolescence to adulthood. Traditional understandings of transitions have 

become increasingly limited in an era of globalisation (Skelton 2002). 
Transition experiences have increased in unpredictability and complexity in 

line with wider socio-economic and cultural change (Bynner et al 1997; 
Evans and Furlong 1997).68 Cieslik and Pollock suggest that "new patterns of 

identities and transitions have emerged bringing with it the creation of new 
opportunities as well as divisions and inequalities amongst contemporary 
youth” (C\es\\k and Pollock 2002: 1). The increasing complexity associated 

with transitions has emerged in response to ‘late’ or ‘second modernity’ (Beck 
1992, Giddens 1998). Young people are perceived as having greater choice, 

albeit in a world with heightened uncertainty. Thus, transitions are 
understood to have become more fluid and protracted. For young (dis)abled 
people transitions are more complex due to varied forms of discrimination 

that are institutional and systemic; direct and indirect, which they face in the 
social fields of education and employment (Coles 1997).69

Conceptualising Transitions

More and more young people are staying on in post-16 education as a wider 

range of vocational and academic courses become available and, along with

68 See also Furlong (1992); Johnston et al (2000); Roberts (1997); Skelton (2002).
69 Much of the literature on transitions more generally, has focused on the school to work 
transition. Coles (1997) suggests that there has been a growing recognition of the need to 
examine a range of transitions rather than just ‘school to work’. However, there does not 
appear to be any extensive focus on the transition between school environments, particularly 
from pre to post-16 settings (MacDonald 1997). The transitions of young people have been 
assumed to be homogenous, and easily conceptualised as a set of static categories to which 
young people can be allocated.
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various funding mechanisms, act as an incentive for young people to stay on 
in education.70 Furlong and Cartmel (1997) argue that the increase in 

‘educated parents’ and higher standards expected by employers have 
contributed to extended transitions. More recent changes in the transitions 

literature reflect the structure, culture and agency debate. Evans and Furlong 
(1997) suggest that transition processes can be illustrated as a series of 

metaphors which reflect the dominant theoretical perspectives of the time. 
From the functionalist perspective, the education system was “one of the 

principal social institutions shaping experiences and outcomes” (Evans and 

Furlong 1997: 22). In this instance, the dominant metaphor was one of filling 

society’s ‘niches’. In the 1970s and 1980s, social scientists began to argue 
that “young people’s influence over their transitions from school to work, were 

extremely limited and we entered a new research phase heavily influenced 
by structuralism” (Bynner et al 1997: 4). It was around this time that the term 

‘career trajectory’ emerged and suggested that young people followed clearly 
defined routes which were beyond their influence (Bynner et al 1997; Evans 
and Furlong 1997). Evans and Fleinz (1994)(cited in Bynner et al 1997: 36) 

distinguish between four types of transition behaviours; strategic transition 
behaviour, step by step transition behaviour, wait and see transition 

behaviour, and taking chances transition behaviour. These different types of 
transitions reflect the inherent activity or passivity of the individual concerned. 
It is important to note that transition behaviours are not homogenous across 

similar groups. Johnston et al highlight this in the context of their research 
when they found that “young people who shared very similar socioeconomic 

backgrounds and who came from the same geographic place, nevertheless 

evolved different outcomes for them in their early adulthood” (Johnston et al 

2000: 20).

Bourdieu, while not directly referring to transitional experiences, has explored 

the collective nature of the habitus. While the trajectories of individuals

70 From September 2006, young people aged between 16 and 18 may be able to get 
Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA). EMA is a fortnightly payment of up to £60 for 
students who are aged 16, 17 or 18 years on or between 2nd July 2005 and 1 st July 2006. It 
is paid directly to young people from households with an income of less than £30,810 who 
stay on in education after they reach statutory leaving age.
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occupying similar positions in the social order can diverge over time (due to 
differences in the volume and structure of capital), Bourdieu argues that "the 

practices of the members of the same group... are always more and better 

harmonized than the agents know or wish” (Bourdieu 1990: 59). By the same 

token however:

To say that members of a [group] initially possessing a certain 
economic and cultural capital are destined, with a given probability, 
to an educational and social trajectory leading to a given position 
means in fact that a fraction of the [group] will deviate from the 
trajectory most common for the [group] as a whole and follow the 
(higher or lower) trajectory which was most probable for members of 
another [group]. (Bourdieu 1984: 111)

More recently, greater emphasis has been placed on the role of the individual 
where “individuals came to be seen as ‘navigating perilous waters’ and 

‘negotiating their way’ through a sea of ‘manufactured uncertainty’” (Evans 

and Furlong 1997: 18). Within this view, successful transitions were seen to 
be influenced by “individual skill and capability as well as external risks and 
ability to judge them” (Ibid). Rudd and Evans (1996) in their examination of 

school to work transitions, assert that the role of agency is an important one, 
especially in terms of identity as “a confident, optimistic young person is more 

likely to feel in control of his or her transition than a less confident, 
pessimistic young person who is likely to attribute success or failure in the 

labour market to external, structural factors”. They therefore argue that both 

structural and agential influences have a vital role to play, and that more 

needs to be done to take account of the individualised aspects of transitions.

Conventional understandings of transitions have largely excluded young 

(dis)abled people. Skelton (2002) asserts that conceptualisations of 

transitions do not go far enough and may in fact be exclusionary. By 

excluding certain groups in society, conceived understandings of transitions 

have perpetuated what is perceived as ‘normal’ and ‘deviant’. Furthermore, 
“in theorization about transitions, adulthood is established as the norm 

against which young people are measured” (Ske\ton 2002: 106). Thus, the
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concept of transition needs to take account of the diversity of youth 

experiences if it is to become more effective (Skelton 2002: 100).

4.7 The Problem of ‘Choice’

In a world where “individuals are increasingly held accountable for their own 

fate... it is unfashionable to stress the continuing importance of deeply rooted 

material and emotional constraints on choice” (Reay 2001: 863). In reflexive 

modernity, young people are perceived as having greater choice over their 

own destiny and are apparently less constrained by traditional social 

structures such as class and gender. According to Beck (1992, 1994), the 

standard biography associated with modernity is replaced by a ‘choice 
biography’ whereby individuals ‘cobble together their biographies themselves’ 

(Beck 1994: 13).

Brannen and Nilsen (2005) suggest that this individualisation thesis is 

unevidenced and fails to account for the varying contexts in which decisions 
are made and transition processes are constructed.71 They suggest that it is 

important to explore the ‘silences’ implicit in young peoples’ narratives:

[T]he structural side of life is more often expressed in the silences 
which punctuate narratives. While the lives people live continue to 
be processually and contextually embedded, people may find the 
external and structural forces that shape their lives more difficult to 
comprehend and therefore talk about. (Brannen and Nilsen 2005:
423)

Beck’s individualisation thesis has limited applicability for the lives of 

(dis)abled people for whom reflexive modernity remains illusive. As 
discussed in Chapter 2, the welfare state remains a visible presence in the 

lives of many (dis)abled people. While some element of choice and 

autonomy may be possible, this is far from the relative freedom asserted in

71 Brannen and Nilsen (2005) explored young peoples’ transition to adulthood in both Norway 
and Britain, and whether or not structures played any role in shaping young people’s lives 
and transitions.
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Beck’s approach. The assertion that (dis)abled people have the freedom to 
be ‘actor, designer, juggler and stage director of his own biography’ (Beck 

1997: 95) is indeed questionable. It is my contention that, as Brannen and 
Nilsen argue, “Individualisation as ideology can thus be thought to 

disempower those whose lives are more at the mercy of structural constraints 

than others” (Brannen and Nilsen 2005: 424).

The Role of Social Networks

Familial and friendship discourses are significant in assisting young people 

when making decisions and choices, particularly in terms of educational 

choices at post-16 (Brooks 2003, 2004; O’Connor et al 2004, Archer 

2000). In her study on young people’s higher education choices, Brooks 
(2003) asserts that parental expectations can significantly impact upon the 

choices made and the quality of transitions. Young people appear to 
position themselves in relation to the messages they receive from peers, 
families and educational institutions. This can be linked to Bourdieu’s 

‘sense of place’ and what is perceived as “one’s relationship to the world 
and one’s proper place within it” (Bourdieu 1984: 474). Friendships and 

peers, and social acquaintances more generally, can exert a powerful 

influence on young people. This ultimately becomes a form of social 
capital. O’Connor et al (2004) identify friendships as an increasing feature 

of late modernity given the decline of the ‘nuclear family’. Friendships can 

provide opportunities for young people to confide, and to experience love, 
care and solidarity (Baker et al 2004). In her study of young peoples’ 

choices, Brooks found that “Friends played an important role in 

constructing an individual’s sense of ‘ability’ and position relative to peers. 

Although these influences were invariably exerted subtly and were rarely 

recognised by the young people themselves, they had a considerable 

impact on decisions made about higher education” (Brooks 2003: 292).
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4.8 Third-Level Education

The final section of this chapter explores the social practices relating to third- 
level education as identified in the literature to date. Here, I explore moves 

towards widening participation and institutional discourses of (dis)ability in 

addition to educational experiences in third-level more generally.

Widening Participation

‘Widening participation’ strategies are perceived as the key to overcoming 

the under-representation of marginalised groups in third-level, including 
young (dis)abled people.72 The desire to widen participation has, however, 

posed a challenge for institutions operating in an increasingly marketised 

sector. Reay (2001) conveys that while participation in third-level education 

has increased, this has been marked by increasing social stratification and 
differentiation, and a growth of‘locational’ inequality. She argues:

There has been an enormous expansion over the last decade, 
opening up higher education to groups of young and mature people 
who would not have previously considered doing a degree. At the 
same time, the ending of the binary divide in British higher 
education, while negating traditional distinctions between 
institutions, has fostered the emergence of a new hierarchy of 
institutions in which prestigious research universities have emerged 
as a top layer of elite institutions. And it is these universities which 
remain overwhelmingly white and middle class in composition (Reay 
2001:588)

While (dis)abled people are not explicitly mentioned in relation to this, we can 

see how those ‘elite’ universities may also be white, middle class and non- 
(dis)abled in composition. By differentiation into the category of ‘widening 

participation’, marginalised groups, including young (dis)abled people, are 

positioned as the ‘Other’ and ‘disadvantaged’ in contrast to the perceived 

norm of young middle-class students (Archer 2000: 570).

: This approach has been reinforced in the 2003 White Paper on higher education in the 
interest of 'social justice and economic competitiveness’ (DfES 2003).
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Increasing levels of third-level participation across the general population 

runs the risk of hindering rather than assisting equivalent moves among 

(dis)abled people. Bourdieu clearly illustrates the potential for educational 

devaluation:

When [group] fractions who previously made little use of the school 
system enter the race for academic qualifications, the effect is to 
force the groups whose reproduction was mainly or exclusively 
achieved through education to step up their investments so as to 
maintain the relative scarcity of their qualifications and, 
consequently, their position in the [social order]....The strategies by 
which those who are most subject to devaluation endeavour to fight 
against it, in the short term or in the long term, constitute one of the 
decisive factors in the growth in the volume of qualifications 
awarded, which itself contributes to devaluation. (Bourdieu 1984: 
133/135)

Moves towards widening participation can thus emerge as a ‘double-edged 
sword’.

Educational Experiences in Further and Higher Education Settings

In 2005, Dowd et al carried out research commissioned by the Department 
for Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland. The research aimed to 
‘determine the nature and level of support required by the Further education 

and Higher education sectors in Northern Ireland’ in advance of SENDO (Nl) 

(2005) (Dowd et al 2005: 9). The report presents a broad overview of 

assessment and support mechanisms across third-level settings. Whilst 
student views are incorporated within the research, this is somewhat 

secondary. Of the 72 page report, only seven pages are devoted to student 

views, and then only after the views of academic and support staff have been 

presented. The report does identify a profound need for staff development 
and training as key to the success of Learning and (Dis)ability support 

services. In addition, differences in funding methodologies between further 

education and higher education were identified as having a significant impact 

on the overall quality of services provided to (dis)abled students. In particular, 

the Additional Support Fund provided to further education colleges did not 
encourage or enable colleges to engage in forward planning. This was in
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contrast to the Disabled Student Allowance received primarily by universities 

or the relatively small numbers of students in further education enrolled on a 

higher education course. Analysis of student views by Dowd et al indicate 

that students in higher education were ‘more satisfied’ than their counterparts 

in the further education sector, particularly in relation to pre-entry guidance, 

initial assessment, and induction. In contrast, key learning support services 

were found to be poor or non-existent in a number of further education 

institutions.

Riddell et al (2005a, 2005b) have explored in some depth, policy innovations 

and the experiences of (dis)abled students in higher education. The authors 

illustrate the diversity of ways in which education settings perpetuate the 
educational inequalities experienced by (dis)abled people. Of particular note 

in their study is the ways in which young (dis)abled people were found to 
(re)negotiate their identity. Riddell et al found that there was a “deep 
ambivalence [among young people] about identifying themselves as 

disabled, partly as a result of fear of stigma and a rejection of victim status’’ 

(Riddell et al 2005a: 133). The negotiation of identity thus emerged as a form 
of resistance to ascriptive processes. Ultimately, “[tjhe category of disability 

was experienced equivocally, sometimes to be used for pragmatic purposes 
to obtain support, but rarely as an individual’s defining characteristic. 
Sometimes, the category was resisted or rejected, and at other times it was 

seen as irrelevant” (Riddell et al 2005a: 151). Ash et al (1997) in their 

research of (dis)abled students’ experiences in further education found that 

(dis)abled students struggled with asking non-(dis)abled peers for support as 

this made them feel like a burden. Thus, the (re)negotiation of identity across 

third-level settings is a significant issue.

Sanderson (2001) examines the transition between Further and Higher 

education for (dis)abled students. She indicates that the transition process 

here is weak and that individual needs are not always met. Some of the key 
findings from the research highlighted the need for much more information 

(concerning the availability of courses and provision of support), greater 

provision of essential services, the necessity of a named ‘contact’ person,
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and a need for (dis)ability awareness. In conclusion she argues that “it is 

dear...that Higher Education does need to say in much more detail exactly 

what is available for disabled students...Without this type of information, 

disabled applicants cannot know what is, or is not provided and so are not 

able to make informed decisions.” {Sanderson 2001: 236). Woodward and 

Ross (2000: 87) also highlight the importance of considering the needs of 

(dis)abled students prior to enrolment, particularly since “many institutions 

have adopted a policy of making adaptations as they go along and as 

individual needs arise”. Indeed, Riddell et al (2005a) suggest that if 

universities and colleges were truly anticipatory and certain adaptations were 
adopted as standard practice (such as advance copies of handouts or 

enlarged font), (dis)abled students would no longer have a ‘special need’.

O’Connor and Robinson (1999) examined the views of (dis)abled students on 

educational provision at one large university in the UK. This research 
highlights shortcomings in terms of physical access and (dis)ability 
awareness. Key issues include inconsistency between faculties, departments 

and university services, and reactivity where policy and action is concerned. 

O’Connor and Robinson contend that students with (dis)abilities have limited 
choices and are often restricted to attending a university, college or course 
which has the necessary support rather than because they truly want to. The 

same point was noted in a Skill (Nl) report on the experiences of young 

people with (dis)abilities in further education (2000). Educable (2000) 

indicated that young people with (dis)abilities attending special school had 
little choice regarding colleges they could attend upon leaving school, and 

that this decision was often made on their behalf such was the lack of 
expectation and clear support mechanisms.73

A study of (dis)abled students’ experiences in Scotland in the period 1996- 

1997 by Tinklin and Hall (1999) indicated that the main difficulties for

73 Educable; a group of young people with (dis)abilities in Northern Ireland, complied a 
research report on the educational experiences of young people with (dis)abilities in the 
region, in conjunction with Save the Children and Disability Action. The report concluded that 
young people with (dis)abilities have little choice and autonomy over their education in both 
pre and post-16 settings.
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(dis)abled students in accessing higher education were physical 
environment, access to information and low levels of awareness among staff. 

Good experiences largely depended on the attitudes, experiences and 

personal knowledge of staff rather than institutional policies.

Ultimately "the stark truth is that disabled students currently rely totally on the 

goodwill and progressive outlook of the able-bodied (sic) in and out of their 

own university” (O’Connor et al 1999: 91) or further education college. Any 

existing policies may not be implemented similarly across and within 

institutions, and different colleges or universities may adopt very narrow 
concepts of inclusion compared to others (MacDonald and Stratta 2001; 

Woodward and Ross 2000). Further, there may be a degree of tension 
between (Dis)ability Services or Learning Support Co-ordinators, and 
academic departments concerning the viability of institutional change (Riddell 

et al 2005a, 2005b).

Institutional Provision

(Dis)ability support across third-level institutions has grown significantly in the 
last decade. Many colleges and universities now have full-time or part-time 

dedicated staff. Research carried out by Riddell et al (2005a) found that the 
support of a senior manager with an interest in the area was critical to 

successful development of disability or learning support services. They also 

found that different universities provided different types of support, with some 

focusing on particular impairments such as hearing impairment or mental 

health for example. This meant that some institutions built up a reputation for 

attracting some (dis)abled students more than others.

It is interesting to note that (dis)ability services have become more 

mainstreamed in recent years, yet much support, particularly within further 

education, continues to be ‘located within a welfare-based discourse, 

promoting the idea of professionally assessed needs rather than rights”

86



(Riddell et al 2005a: 97).74 While (dis)ability issues may have become more 

‘visible’ within institutional structures and policies, there is some evidence to 

suggest that support services continue to assist (dis)abled students in getting 
round institutional barriers rather than eradicating them (Riddell et al 2005a). 

Such an approach merely embeds further, the role of the (dis)abled student 

as the ‘other’ rather than challenging it. This has not been assisted by college 

and university application forms across further and higher education which 

require disclosure for support activation. The Universities and Colleges 

Admissions Service (UCAS) for example, use a system of medical 

classification to categorise (dis)abled students and to ‘invite’ self-disclosure. 
Hurst (1996) has argued that "there is a danger that using the categories 

based on impairment, the focus is shifted away from a social model of 

disability towards an individual/medical one” (Hurst 1996: 129). Beauchamp- 
Pryor (2004), in a study relating to third-level, found that many students 

viewed (dis)ability in terms of the medical model, with some appearing 
‘grateful’ to (dis)ability services while others felt ‘let down’; a clear example of 
the ways in which ideas of being and doing can become inculcated within the 

habitus of (dis)ability. In contrast, Ash et al (1997) found that students in 
further education settings expressed understandings of (dis)ability that 

incorporated aspects of both the social and medical models of (dis)ability. 
Here, achieving change was seen as a "personal rather than a political 

challenge, in the sense that disabled students did not perceive themselves as 

being part of any wider struggle with other groups at risk of exclusion” (Ash 

et al 1997: 620).

The growth of an ‘audit culture’ and managerialist regimes in third-level 

education, particularly in universities, can contribute to the quality of post-16 

educational experiences for (dis)abled students. The Research Assessment 

Exercise (RAE) has added to institutional tension by taking attention away 

from teaching and learning, particularly where (dis)ability is concerned 

(Riddell et al 2005a; Thomas 2001). The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) 

Code of Practice is also perceived to have contributed to academic pressure

74 Similar arguments have been made by Beauchamp-Pryor (2004) and Brown and Simpson 
(2004).

87



and subsequent time constraints. Indeed, Riddell et al contend that third-level 
institutions have an ‘ideal student’ whom they aim to recruit:

Those [disabled students] who are able to adopt the existing 
institutional ethos are most readily absorbed, whilst those who reject 
these norms are marginalised and are likely to be excluded. There is 
thus considerable pressure on disabled students to conform to the 
institutional habitus, defining themselves as the same rather than as 
different from others. (Riddell et al 2005a: 77)

In other words, those students whose habitus of (dis)ability is deemed 
compatible with the institutional habitus will be in a place of 'inclusive 

readiness’. Yet, ironically, “...unless disabled students emphasise their 
difference in a strategic manner, they are unlikely to achieve institutional 

recognition either culturally or in terms of resource distribution’’ (Ibid). This 

undoubtedly presents a difficult dilemma for students with (dis)abilities as 
they attempt to begin a new journey.

4.9 Conclusion

The need for educational institutions to embrace a competitive ethos along 
with policy obligations such as widening participation represents a constant 

struggle in the face of an increasingly bureaucratic system. The desire of 

young (dis)abled people to fulfil their educational potential and ambitions is 

constrained by the opportunistic society in which we live. The emphases on 
‘needs’; ‘special’; inclusion; and categorisation reinforce the perceived 

‘otherness’ of (dis)abled people in a society geared towards an ‘ideal’ 

conception of the educable individual. While there have been significant 

moves towards mainstream education, a rigid curriculum designed by and for 

the majority population limits the potential of mainstreaming in harnessing the 
inherent abilities of each and every person. Encouragement, positive 

expectations and acceptance alongside institutional change are important for 
a young person to develop and instigate their life ambitions. Equality in 

education is deemed desirable, but what now needs to be ascertained is the 
type of equality desired, to and between whom this equality is directed, and 
how it is to be achieved.
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Chapter Five - ‘Dis-Equality’: Exploring the Juxtaposition of
(Dis)ability and Equality

5.0 Introduction

The (in)equality issues facing (dis)abled people are extensive and long- 

enduring. Recognition of the prolonged existence of inequalities has failed to 

bring with it any meaningful or long-term solution. The way(s) in which 

equality is conceptualised has important consequences for understandings of 

(dis)ability. Equality theories have I argue, been as (dis)abling and 

discriminatory as the inequalities they seek to address. The ambiguity of 
what I call ‘dis-equality’ theory is two-fold; firstly, the apparent failure of 

mainstream equality theorising in embracing (dis)ability concepts at all, and 

secondly, the over-utilisation of medicalised (dis)ability ideologies where 
(dis)ability is considered. Equality theorising has by and large failed to fully 
incorporate the logistics of (dis)ability, particularly in relation to the social 
construction of such. The absence of (dis)abled equality theorists marks 
further, the fissure and disparity of majority/minority relations within the 

academy, where (dis)ability matters are generally confined to the realms of 
(Dis)ability Studies. This is in stark contrast to the (dis)ability movement 

which has long campaigned for ‘equality’ and ‘inclusion’, although the exact 

nature of these has largely been left unspecified.

The complexity of dis-equality theorising will be explored throughout this 

chapter, with the aim of developing and applying a suitable equality 
framework. What kind of dis-equality should we consider? Between whom 

should this be applied? And how can this be achieved. Thus I seek to 

answer the ‘family’ of equality questions (Baker 2004). To this end I utilise 

Baker et al’s (2004) equality of condition approach and McLaughlin et al’s 

(2006) conceptualisation of complex forms of discrimination. The latter is 

particularly congruent with a Bourdieudian theoretical framework. Both offer a 
flexible and engaging approach within which (dis)ability can be located. Just 

as there are many interpretations of ‘equality’, so are there many propositions
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on how to deal with the ‘problem’ of equality. In Northern Ireland, the focus 

has traditionally been on anti-discrimination mechanisms. More recently there 
has been a move towards equality ‘mainstreaming’, as explicit in Section 75 

of the Northern Ireland Act (1998). The adequacy of recent equality 

legislation in addressing inequalities for (dis)abled people will be discussed.

5.1 Conceptualising Dis-Equality

Equality is not a new phenomenon. Old inequalities take on new forms as we 

move into an increasingly globalised society. Inequalities are evident across 

individuals, groups, regions and countries. Some inequalities may be more 
obvious than others; for example economic inequalities are generally most 

commonly highlighted in contradistinction to those in the affective domain 
(Baker et al 2004). Despite (or in spite of) increasing standards of living 

across the contemporary world, substantial inequalities remain deeply 
embedded. As Callinicos (2000) states; “Rich beyond the wildest imaginings 
of earlier generations, the world enters the 21st century heaving with poverty 

and inequality” (Ca\Wr\\cos 2000 1/2). While equality is not a new revelation, 

the tenacity and cumulative nature of inequalities more generally, have 
generated a reinvigorated examination of the concept.

The inequalities faced by (dis)abled people have been asserted throughout 
the (dis)ability studies literature.75 Yet (dis)ability and equality have not often 

appeared together in scholarly publications. This has been exacerbated by 
the mutual absence of (dis)ability and equality from the Academy and from 

the discourses of each other (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006). Nor have 

(dis)abled people been included as subjects of liberal equality theorising and 

jurisprudence (Silvers 1994). The ‘problem’ of equality has been rooted in the 

dilemma of ‘difference’, not least in relation to other minority group statuses 

and inequalities. McLaughlin and Byrne argue that:

Social inequality is a relation between a majority in whose interests
the instruments and systems of a society have developed over time,

75 See Chapter 3 for further detail.
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and minorities who have been marginal to the design and 
operationalisation of these for a variety of reasons. Expressed in this 
way, the relevance of the study of equality and inequality to and for 
disability is made overt. (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006: 4)

It is this approach to equality theorising that underpins this study and 

conceptions of dis-equality more generally. The linguistic convention of dis- 
equality is utilised throughout this chapter as a means of illuminating and 

addressing the intricacies and complexities of equality theorising in relation to 
(dis)ability and vice versa, that is, I consider the juxtaposition of (dis)ability 

and equality.

The need for dis-equality emanates from the specific experience(s) and 

characteristics of ‘(dis)ability’. McLaughlin and Byrne (2006) argue that there 

are ‘four eyes’ of (dis)ability, or themes of difference, which are sufficiently 
distinctive to necessitate elaborated attention in relation to (dis)ability in 

contradistinction to other minority group statuses and inequalities. These 
constitutive themes are identification, infrastructure, market insufficiency, and 

independence, care and autonomy. As discussed in chapter 3, (dis)ability is 

largely an ascribed identity rather than either achieved or assumed. The 
problem of identification in relation to (dis)ability is exacerbated by the need 
to actively identify as ‘(dis)abled’ in order to gain access to public provisions 
or welfare assistance.76 The complex nature of identity makes those policies 

and politics based on voice, ‘groupism’, and communicative justice 

problematic (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006). The second theme of difference 

between (dis)ability and other minority group statuses relate to the higher 

levels of social infrastructure needed to ensure a base level of capability, and 

which is often contingent upon interpretations of ‘favourable treatment’, 
‘reasonableness’ and levels of costs.77 Thirdly, the extent of market failure 

and insufficiency is likely to be much greater in relation to (dis)ability due to 

associated higher costs of living. Finally, issues of independence, autonomy 

and care for (dis)abled people continue to be viewed as a ‘private’ issue. The

76 See Chapter 3, section 3.2 for more detail on the problem of identification and identity.
77 The question of ‘reasonableness’ and ‘favourable treatment’ has generated heated 
debate, particularly around the recent Special Educational Needs and Disability Order (Nl) 
(2005). Discussion around the issue of resources has tended to reinforce individualised 
ideas of (dis)ability as ‘tragedy’ and necessitating ‘help (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006).

91



location of the latter within mainstream human rights and equality theorising 
remains elusive despite their significance for many (dis)abled people.78

These themes of difference are I argue, sufficiently distinctive to necessitate 

consideration of dis-equality. I address the disjuncture between (dis)ability 

and equality by applying social and normative equality theorising to the case 

of (dis)ability and vice versa. It is to this disjuncture I now turn.

5.2 The ‘Family’ of Equality Questions

Why Equality?

The case for equality is generally taken as given throughout the equality 
literature. It is just as important to look at why we strive for equality. 

Generally speaking, to pursue equality is to object to inequality. Visions of 
equality may be encouraged for instrumental reasons rather than any intrinsic 
value. Just as the type of equality we strive for is diverse, so are the reasons 

objecting to inequality manifold (Scanlon 1997). Scanlon identifies a number 
of reasons behind objections to inequality. Firstly, humanitarian concerns 

seek to eliminate inequalities to assist the alleviation of suffering or 

deprivation. Secondly, inequalities can reinforce stigmatisation and feelings 

of inferiority and domination. Thirdly, inequalities can lead to excess and 
unacceptable forms of power. Finally, pursuing equality can assist in the 
development of procedural fairness such as equality of opportunity. Scanlon 

does, however, accept that the latter is ‘weakly egalitarian’ as procedural 

fairness can be “compatible with large inequalities provided that they result 

from a fair process and do not disrupt the fairness of ongoing competition” 

(Scanlon 1997: 44). Nagel (1977) identifies two arguments expressing the 

intrinsic value of equality. The communitarian view perceives equality as 

good for society as a whole. Here equality is “a condition of the right kind of 

relations among its members, and of the formation in them of healthy 

fraternal attitudes, desires and sympathies” (Nagel 1977: 62), enabling

78 See also Morris (2005) and Thomas (1999).
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feelings of solidarity. In contradistinction, the individualistic view perceives 

equality as a distributive principle and a way of meeting conflicting needs and 

interests in society.

Most societies recognise the importance of at least basic forms of equality 

(Silvers 1994). Basic equality is concerned with ideas of equal worth, the 

right to life, and freedom from torture and degrading treatment. While basic 
equality remains a powerful force, Baker et al acknowledge that “...on its 

own, it does not challenge widespread inequalities in people’s living 

conditions or even in their civil rights or educational and economic 

opportunities” (Baker et al 2004: 23). The idea of equality as rationalised in 
diverse ways, has been a guiding principle behind many reforms (Franklin 

1997). However, the question of why we should pursue equality is 
insufficient. Rather we need to consider the question of why which equality, 

or more succinctly, equality of what? (Sen 1992).

Equality of What?

As simplistic as this may seem, this is, in fact, one of the fundamental 

questions underlying equality literature. The notion of equality is awash with 
binary categorisations. Should we endeavour for safe or radical equality; 

literal or complex equality; equality in the private or public sphere; equality of 

outcome or equality of opportunity? Is equality a process or end product? 

There is no consensus to this debate. Sen (1992) has argued that the central 
question in the assessment and evaluation of equality is ‘equality of what?’ 

since “the answer we give to equality of what? will not only endorse equality 

in that chosen space, but will have far-reaching consequences on the 
distributional patterns in other spaces” (Sen 1992: 21 ).79 To advocate 

equality in one sphere can lead to inequality in another. For example, to 

pursue equality of opportunity may lead to inequality of economic outcome.

79 This complexity has been also been recognised by Dworkin (1996) who poses; “Should 
such a[n] [equal] society aim to make people equal in their welfare, that is, equal in their 
pleasure, or happiness, or satisfaction, or achievement, or well-being defined in some other 
way? Or should it aim to make them equal in the resources they control? The difference is a 
crucial one.” (Dworkin 1996: 44).
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The reason for this apparent incompatibility results from the diversity of 
human beings in terms of characteristics, motivations, and the multiplicity of 

ways in which equality can be judged (Sen 1992). Cohen (1989) asks what 

the ‘currency of egalitarian justice’ should be. The need to clearly define the 

type of equality considered in any discussion has been asserted throughout 
the literature.80

Baker (1987) argues for a ‘society of equals’. Like Sen (1992), Baker 

contends there is no single or overriding definition, but a number of central 

beliefs constituting equality:

• Basic needs; for example, clothing, food, shelter, privacy; the things 

that people need in order to live a ‘decent’ life;

• Equal respect; where everyone in society is of equal moral worth 
rather than subject to hierarchical groupings or social superiority;

• Economic equality; this can be an ambiguous term. It does not mean 
that everyone should have exactly the same income, but greater 

equality of income and wealth;

• Political equality; incorporating not only the right to vote, but civil rights 
such as free speech, democratic participation, and accountability;

• Sexual, racial, ethnic and religious equality; this refers to a rejection of 

intolerance and discrimination for reasons relating to a person’s 
sexual, racial, ethnic or religious characteristics.81

It is interesting to note that (dis)ability has not been specified by Baker in the 

last category. This may reflect the time when the book was published (1987), 

just prior to the flourishing of the (dis)ability studies literature led by Oliver 

and Finklestein et al in Britain, and the relatively low profile of the (dis)ability 

movement in the Republic of Ireland where Baker is based. Yet times have

80 See for example, Anderson (1999); Baker et al (2004); Callinicos (2000); Le Grand (1982); 
Phillips (1999); Turner (1986); Sen (1992); White (1997).
81 Baker et al (2004) have illustrated how there is no shortage of potential answers to the 
type of equality we should consider. Indeed, “it follows that far from being a single idea, 
equality refers to countless ideas, which may have very different implications and may even 
be incompatible” (Baker et al 2004: 22).
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not really changed, in that equality literature today makes very little reference 

to (dis)ability. (Dis)ability has been incorporated into Baker et al’s (2004) 
equality of condition approach.82

Turner (1986) distinguishes between four different types of equality:

• Ontological equality which refers to the fundamental equality of 

persons. However, Turner argues that this has become less important 

due to increased secularisation;

• Equality of opportunity; this incorporates the notion of fair competition. 

Turner does recognise that while opportunities may be present, 

individuals may not have an equal starting point, hence inequalities 

may be reinforced rather than eradicated;

• Equality of condition; Turner argues that for equality of opportunity to 
have any impact, equality of condition is a necessary prerequisite as 
"all competitors in the race should start at the same point with 
appropriate handicaps”^986: 36);

• Equality of outcome; the most radical concept of equality, aims to 
achieve equal results irrespective of the initial starting point.

Le Grand (1982) distinguishes between five different types of equality guiding 
the distribution of public expenditure.83 In contrast, Fredman (2002) contends 

that what is needed is a concept of equality centred around four aims; 

targeting of disadvantages associated with ‘out-groups’, promoting respect 
and address stereotyping, affirmation of community identities, and facilitation 

of full participation and social inclusion.

Equality between whom?

While primary focus has remained on ‘equality of what’, Young contends that 
"Little attention has been paid to another side of this question..., namely

82 See section 5. 6 in this chapter.
83 These five types encompass equality of public expenditure (the equal allocation of public 
expenditure); equality of final income (to close the gap between the rich and the poor); 
equality of use (the amount of service used by individuals should be the same); equality of 
cost (the cost per unit of providing a service should be the same); and equality of outcome.
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whom we are discussing when we compare people’s situation with regard to 

any or all of these targets of equality” (Young 2001: 1). Rather than focus on 

the achievement of equality between individuals, Young contends that we 

need to identify and evaluate (in)equalities according to group categories. In 

so doing, the role of those social structures and processes which involuntarily 
situate people in positions of privilege or domination can be highlighted. 

Young argues that this approach does not undermine the importance of 

individuals, but "helps show that different individuals have different 

opportunities and inhibitions related to their structural social positions” 

(Young 2001: 17). While this may be a useful illustrative exercise, the 

adoption of group based dis-equality arguably reinforces myths of 

homogenous populations by failing to acknowledge differences within as 
well as between social group categories.84 A young person who is blind may 

have different requirements or make different educational choices compared 
to someone who is deaf. Not all deaf or visually impaired people will have the 
same needs or support requirements. This raises the question of whether we 
should aim for equality between (dis)abled and non-(dis)abled groups, 

between (dis)abled and non-(dis)abled individuals, or more extensively, 

between all individuals irrespective of (dis)ability.

5.3 (Re)Distributive Equality

Distributive justice has, until recently, been at the centre of equality 

theorising. In answer to the ‘equality of what’ question, this school of thought 

views distribution as the intrinsic value of equality. While more recent 

theorising has moved away from this focus, they may still be instrumentally 

concerned with the ways in which something is distributed (Anderson 1999). 

Equality in this domain can be broken down further as we need to consider 

exactly what should be redistributed. We have also answered the ‘how’ of 

equality - in this case equality is to be attained by the distribution or 
redistribution of something.

84 See Chapter 3, section 3.2 for further detail.
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The Concept of Distributive Justice

The concept of distributive justice has been outlined by Arneson (1999) who 
states:

The concern of distributive justice is to compensate individuals for 
misfortune. Some people are blessed with good luck, some are 
cursed with bad luck, and it is the responsibility of society - all of us 
regarded collectively - to alter the distribution of goods and evils that 
arises from the jumble of lotteries that constitutes human life as we 
know ^...Distributive justice stipulates that the lucky should transfer 
some or all of their gains due to luck to the unlucky (cited in 
Anderson 1999: 289-290)

Similarly, Cohen (1989) contends that distributive justice to which he 
subscribes, is concerned with the distinction between ‘luck’ and ‘choice’ in 

relation to compensation and where any resulting inequalities reflects the 
choices made rather than individual misfortune: “...a large part of the 

fundamental egalitarian aim is to extinguish the influence of brute luck on 
distribution. Brute luck is an enemy of just equality. [Sjince effects of genuine 

choice contrast with brute luck, genuine choice excuses otherwise 
unacceptable inequalities” (Cohen 1989: 931).

There are a myriad of ways in which distributive justice can be perceived. 
Where proponents of distributive justice differ is on what should be 

distributed or redistributed (Nozick 1975). Anderson (1999) has coined the 

approach ‘equality of fortune’ or ‘luck egalitarianism’ such is the emphasis on 

‘deserving’ or ‘undeserving’ recipients of equality. The type of good to be 

distributed is determined by their intrinsic value, meaning and consequence. 

Different goods may have different values and meanings in different contexts 

(Walzer 1983), and may be subject to different criteria. Distributive justice is 

far-reaching in the sense that it is concerned with the distribution with a 

whole range of social goods, and as such it "draws the entire world of goods 

within the reach of philosophical reflection” (\Na\zer 1983: 3).
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The most well-known theory of distribution is Rawls’ (1971) ‘difference 

principle’ which grants lexical priority to the worst off, but also allows for 

inequalities of office so long as these have been attained under ‘fair equal 
opportunity’ (Rawls 1971).85 In proposing this theory, Rawls neglects 

(dis)ability and subscribes to the idea of a ‘normal’ human being. Indicative of 
the time in which he was writing, this does offer us an insight into the way in 

which the relationship between (dis)ability and equality has been fraught with 

tension. Rawls assumes that "all citizens are fully co-operating members of 

society over the course of a complete life. This means that everyone has 

sufficient intellectual powers to play a normal part in society, and no-one 
suffers from unusual needs that are especially difficult to fulfil, for example 

unusual and costly medical requirements” (Rawls 1980: 545-6). Thus, 

deviations from the ‘norm’ are understood as ‘unusual’ and ‘costly’, and 
equated with individual ‘suffering’. Other proponents of distributive justice 

have called for equality of resources (Dworkin 1996), equality of access to 
advantage (Cohen 1989), and simple or complex equality (Walzer 1983).86

Distributive Justice: A Critique

The conceptualisation of distributive justice in its various forms, have 

incorporated and reinforced medicalised understandings of (dis)ability. None

85 Rawls proposes equality in the distribution of social primary goods such as basic liberties 
and income and wealth. However, the liberality of this approach is highlighted in his 
‘difference principle’ which allows social and economic inequalities where these are “to the 
greatest benefit of the least advantaged” (Rawls 1971: 83).
6 Dworkin (1996) moves away from a Rawlsian approach to one that proposes equality of 

resources. An equal distribution of resources is one that is ‘envy-free’ where no-one ‘envies’ 
the resources others have. Dworkin incorporates compensatory mechanisms to take account 
of the differences in impersonal and personal resources whereby personal capacities are 
perceived to be the result of ‘bad brute luck’ (Dworkin 1996). This approach has been 
subject to much criticism on the grounds that it focuses on the resources people hold rather 
than what they are able to do with these resources or how they are able to convert them 
(Arneson 1993; Anderson 1999). Dworkin seeks only to compensate individuals for resource 
deficiencies and not on the basis of expensive or involuntary tastes. Anderson (1999) 
suggests that Dworkins’ proposal would discriminate not only between (dis)abled and non- 
(dis)abled people, but among (dis)abled people themselves. The problem of ‘expensive’ 
versus ‘involuntary’ needs is not acknowledged. This is significant since some (dis)abled 
people may have involuntary expensive needs and require greater resources to achieve 
similar welfare levels or opportunities. Cohen’s equality of access to advantage attaches 
compensation to individual deficit and allows for disadvantage or exploitation where this 
results from ‘genuine choice’. Walzer’s ‘complex equality’ (1983) allows for ‘small’ 
inequalities in one sphere or field since this is assumed not to impact on other spheres. 
Walzer’s approach is grounded in the need for ‘non-literal equality’.
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have progressed the case for a positive and empowering understanding of 

(dis)ability, focusing instead on (dis)ability as the ‘other’ and situated outside 

the norms of society. The language adopted in the aforementioned 
articulations (where (dis)ability is mentioned) embed further, those 

conceptualisations of (dis)ability that equality theorising should seek to 

challenge. Cohen for example has talked of Tiny Tim’ (1989: 917) and ‘the 

needy cripple’ (1993: 16) while others such as Dworkin (1996) have referred 

to the ‘unfortunate’.

Where equality theories that emphasise the distribution of something, also 
fail, is in their inherent belief that the sources of inequality result from the 
‘natural’ order; “a view that completely fails to address the entrenched 

structures of privilege and power on a world scale” (Callinicos 2000: 132). 

This further individualises the ‘problem’ as (dis)ability is perceived to be 

inevitable rather than subject to majority/minority relations whereby the 
cultural arbitrary is presented as non-(dis)abled and ‘healthy’. Distributive 
approaches appear to diverge from political movements such as the 

(dis)ability movement who, rather than be concerned about how goods are 
distributed, “have drawn attention to the ways the configuration of public 

spaces has excluded and marginalized [disabled people] and campaigned 

against demeaning stereotypes that cast them as stupid, incompetent, and 
pathetic”(Anderson 1999: 288).

5.4 (In)Equality of Opportunity

Equality of opportunity has received increasingly legitimacy as evidenced in 

legislation such as Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998), and the 

Race Relations Amendment Act in Great Britain (2000). Its legitimation has 

been based on understandings or 'myths’ of meritocracy, fair competition and 

'possessive individualism’ (McLaughlin 2005b).
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Which Equality of Opportunity?

Like other forms of equality, equality of opportunity can be interpreted in 
various ways.87 Anderson (1999) contends that ‘luck egalitarians’ have 

attempted to deal with some of their critiques by moving from equality of 

outcome to equality of opportunity so that people only start off, for example, 

with equal opportunity to achieve welfare or advantage (Arneson 1993; 

Cohen 1989). This is evidently incompatible with equal outcome. Different 

groups may have different resources or capital, motivations, characteristics, 
or use resources in different ways (Cardinali and Gordon 2002). Cavanagh 

suggests that we must be careful when examining and arguing for equality of 

opportunity since it is much more complex than it first appears; "the fact that 
we all use the same form of words makes us think we must agree on 
something: we agree that whatever it is exactly we believe in, ‘equality of 

opportunity’ is a good way of describing it. But this sense of a shared central 
idea is an illusion” (Cavanagh 2002: 1). One key issue surrounding equality 

of opportunity is that it has been largely focused towards employment rather 

than education or opportunities in society more generally.

Equality of opportunity highlighted as fair competition for both resources and 

advantage McLaughlin (2004) argues, is assumed to shape the subsequent 

distribution of resources through entitlement, desert and merit. For Turner, 
equality of opportunity is closely related to equality of condition since “in 

order for equality of opportunity to have any significant content, it is essential 

to guarantee equality of condition, that is, all competitors in the race should 

start at the same point with appropriate handicaps” (Turner 1986: 36). Thus 

while young people may have ‘equal opportunity’ in education, some young

87 Baker (1987: 43-45) for example identifies five forms of equal opportunity. Firstly; ‘Careers 
open to talent’ where jobs should be allocated on the basis of merit and ability. Secondly;
‘fair equal opportunity’ - this extends the meritocratic view and aims to ensure that people 
with the same talents and abilities are treated fairly from the start. The third identified form of 
equal opportunity is ‘affirmative action’ - also known as ‘positive action’. This approach aims 
to ‘correct the balance’ by encouraging participation from traditionally discriminated groups in 
society. Fourthly; ‘reverse or positive discrimination’ - similar to affirmative action, reverse 
discrimination requires employers to make a preference for those who have traditionally 
been discriminated against. Finally, Baker highlights ‘proportional equal opportunity. This is 
similar to a ‘quota’ system and requires employers to recruit a specific proportion of 
individuals from various social groups.
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people may have a greater head start than others due to familial resources 
and backgrounds, that is, greater possession of and ability to convert various 

forms of capital (Bourdieu 1986) irrespective of desert or effort, thus ‘equal’ 
opportunity in fact becomes ‘unequal’ opportunity. As Baker states, "How can 

you give children equal opportunities if their parents have completely unequal 

resources” (Baker 1987: 46). This is particularly significant where young 

(dis)abled people are concerned, and where the opportunities available have 

been shaped by and for the dominant cultural group in society (Bourdieu and 

Passeron 1977).

Equality of Opportunity: A Critique

Fredman argues that equality of opportunity is problematic as it ignores “the 

fact that cumulative disadvantage makes it difficult for members of out

groups to attain the prerequisite merit criteria” (Fredman 2002: iii). Equality of 
opportunity assumes that fair competition can exist and that if the process or 
rules of the competition are fair, then the outcome of competition for 

advantage is also fair (McLaughlin 2005b: 9). Equality of opportunity does not 

take sufficient account of the legacies of disadvantage and oppression faced 
by (dis)abled people prior to entering the social field wherein equal 

opportunity is being articulated. The principle of equal opportunity has had as 
its aim, equalisation of “the starting point by removing barriers at the point of 

selection for employment, education, or other benefit” (Fredman 2002: 5). 

Thus for Fredman, the equal opportunities principle is underdeveloped and “it 

is crucial not just to open the gates, but also to equip people to proceed 

through them” (Fredman 2002: 12). In Bourdieudian terms, equality of 

opportunity fails to recognise the unequal distribution of various forms of 

capital and the immanent structures of the game, and the explication of the 

ability binary therein. Conceptions of equal opportunity also remain 

insensitive to the habitus of (dis)ability. Thus opportunities for (dis)abled 

people do not necessarily relate to substantive outcomes or practices.

So-called ‘new’ views of equality of opportunity have emerged. Coined 

‘responsibility-sensitive egalitarianism’, this approach is concerned not only
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with selection procedures, but with the structure of society, institutional 

barriers and discriminatory practices. According to this view, the aim is to 

"prevent advantage or disadvantage for which the recipient cannot 
legitimately be held responsible, but permit advantage or disadvantage for 

which she can legitimately be held responsible” (Mason 2001: 762). While 

this appears more comprehensive, it does raise the question of what can and 

cannot be considered as ‘legitimate’, and how we can determine the extent to 

which an individual can be deemed responsible.

5.5 Moving beyond Equality of Opportunity

The inadequacy of equality of opportunity as a substantive equalising 

concept has contributed to the development of approaches which seek to 
take account of conversion issues and unequal power relations in society.

The Capability Approach

Sen (1992) has sought to move beyond simplistic notions of equality of 
opportunity towards one that recognises the problem of conversion and 
resources.88 Sen’s theory focuses on the ability to achieve functionings (as 

constitutive of well-being) rather than outcomes per se. In this context, "the 

capability of a person reflects the alternative combinations of functionings the 

person can achieve, and from which he or she can choose one collection” 

(Sen 1993: 31), given the personal, material and social resources available. 

Thus, society has an obligation to seek equality in the domain of capabilities, 

and to enable the development of such capabilities. What his approach does 
not specify is which capabilities are foremost. Use of such an approach might 

suggest that what matters for (dis)abled people is not actual or equal levels 

of functioning (such as educational qualifications), but effective access to 

levels of functioning rather than superficial opportunity.

88 The capability approach as developed by Sen (1992, 1993), argues that everyone should 
have a set of basic capabilities as a means to achieving well-being. Thus, a theory of well
being has to take account “not only of the primary goods the persons respectively hold, but 
also of the relevant personal characteristics that govern the conversion of primary goods into 
the person’s ability to promote her ends” (Sen 1999: 74). What matters is not the actual 
resources people hold, but their capability to achieve desired functionings.
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Sen’s capability approach has been critiqued for being incomplete 

(Nussbaum 2000) and ambiguous (Cohen 1989). Nussbaum (2000) has 

attempted to deal with the ‘indexing problem’ which raises concerns on how 

to compare different sets of capabilities; for example, how can we compare 

the capabilities of a person who is deaf with one who is blind? Nussbaum 
asserts that it is important not only to have capabilities, but to have the 
external conditions required for their development and exercise.89 

Nussbaum’s list of basic capabilities would suggest that (dis)abled people 

should have access to a range of opportunities to enable the development of 
more advanced capabilities. Neither Sen nor Nussbaum advocate equal 

levels of functionings. So long as capabilities can be developed and 
exercised, individuals should have the freedom to make their own decisions 

on which functionings they achieve (Sen 1993; Nussbaum 2000). Nussbaum 

(2000) does explore the role of the state in forcing certain functionings upon 
people to prevent them from losing future capabilities, in the domain of 
education for example. Capability theory accords greater emphasis to the 
power of conversion rather than the underlying power relations and social 

practices with which this study is concerned.

Democratic Equality

Anderson (1999) and Young (1990, 2001) have criticised those equality 

approaches which exclude exploration of structural inequalities and 
majority/minority relations. Anderson’s (1999) notion of democratic equality 

explores the ways in which social norms and structures contribute to and 

reinforce oppression. Thus democratic equality:

[L]ocates unjust deficiencies in the social order rather than in 
people’s innate endowments...democratic equality conceives of 
equality as a relationship among people rather than merely as a

89 Nussbaum (2000) has developed a list often basic capabilities considered essential. 
These essential capabilities are life; bodily health; bodily integrity; senses, imagination and 
thought; emotions; practical reason; affiliation; concern for other species; play; and control 
over the environment (Nussbaum 2000: 83). Nussbaum also distinguishes between three 
categories of capability: Basic capabilities - to enable the development of more advanced 
capabilities; Internal capabilities - as developed in response to the environment in which a 
person is raised; and Combined capabilities - internal capabilities combined with external 
condition.
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pattern in the distribution of divisible goods. This helps us see...how 
injustices may be better remedied by changing social norms and the 
structure of public goods than by redistributing resources...it allows 
us to integrate the demands of equal distribution and equal respect, 
ensuring that the principles by which we distribute goods, however 
equal resulting patterns may be, do not in fact express 
contemptuous pity for the beneficiaries of egalitarian concern 
(Anderson 1999: 336)

Applying this approach to (dis)ability would advocate the elimination of 

oppression and challenge those norms which perceive (dis)abled people as 

deviant or the ‘other’. Anderson explicitly incorporates (dis)ability within 

democratic equality by stipulating that (dis)abled people have access to 
public services. Yet this articulation appears to be somewhat limited in 

contrast to the approach in which it is situated. Anderson is perhaps guilty of 

holding on to some of those cultural norms she purports to challenge when 
she argues that:

[Democratic equality] demands for instance, that the disabled have 
good enough access to public accommodations that they can 
function as equals in civil society. To be capable of functioning as an 
equal does not require that one’s access be equally fast, 
comfortable, or convenient, or that one get equal subjective utility 
from using public accommodations. There may be no way to 
achieve this. But the fact that, with current technology, it takes an 
extra minute to get into city hall does not compromise one’s standing 
as an equal citizen (Anderson 1999: 334 emphasis added)

This argument implies sufficiency rather than any extensive challenge to 

structural inequalities. Her emphasis on technology fails to take account of 

underlying power relations, the elimination of which could greatly enhance 

access to public accommodations.

Redistribution or Recognition?

Ideals of equality have been further contended with reference to social 

groups. Young (1990) is critical of equality ideals that seek to transcend 

group difference via assimilation with the dominant culture. She argues:
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[Assimilation always implies coming into the game after it is already 
begun, after the rules and standards have already been set, and 
having to prove oneself according to those rules and standards. In 
the assimilationalist strategy, the privileged groups implicitly define 
the standards according to which all will be measured (Young 1990:
450)

Policies and legislation such as SENDO (2005) which aim to ‘include’ 

(dis)abled people within mainstream settings can be perceived as falling into 

this trap. As Young (1990) asserts, the ‘game has already begun', the rules 

have been set, and it is against these rules and standards that (dis)abled 
people must compete and ‘fit in’. (Dis)abled people are immediately put at a 

disadvantage given the construction of the ‘game’ by and for a non-(dis)abled 

majority. Young highlights how, aside from perpetuating social divisions, 

assimilation can produce ‘internalized devaluation’ for not measuring up to 
prescribed standards. The way forward then, is an approach which 

recognises group differences and seeks to challenge dominant norms.

Fraser (2003) maintains that this does not completely negate claims for 
redistribution. Rather, we need both redistribution and recognition, and 

neither is sufficient alone to achieve ‘social equality’. Their mutual exclusivity 
is contended on the grounds that many equality dilemmas are ‘two- 
dimensional’; “Two-dimensional subordinated groups suffer both 

maldistribution and misrecognition in forms where neither of these injustices 

is an indirect effect of the other, but where both are primary and co-original. ” 
(Fraser 2003: 19). While redistribution focuses on those inequalities rooted in 

economic structures, a recognition paradigm pays attention to those 

inequalities understood as cultural. (Dis)ability is one context which could be 

termed ‘two-dimensional’ since (dis)abled people are often faced with 

inequalities of income and wealth in the distributional sphere, and subject to 

domination and medicalised conceptualisations in the cultural dimension. 

Thus, seeking to eliminate inequalities only by redistribution on the one hand, 
or recognition on the other, will not suffice.
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5.6 Equality of Condition

Attention has so far been directed at those either/or approaches to equality.90 

These have been largely representative of liberal egalitarian approaches 

which have been accepted in some form or another without serious question. 

Baker et al (2004) have critiqued this strand of equality theorising on the 

basis that it fails to go far enough. Their ‘equality of condition’ approach 

belies the inevitability of inequalities highlighted within liberal egalitarianism 

more generally. It is this significant weakness which limits the application of 
liberal egalitarianism to any ‘dis-equality’ theory, and perhaps why a 

legislative framework based on anti-discrimination law and equality of 
opportunity for (dis)abled people has failed to have any far-reaching 

implications.

An Equality of Condition Approach

An equality of condition approach is not about making inequalities fairer, 

rather:

The key to this much more ambitious agenda is to recognise that 
inequality is rooted in changing and changeable social structures, 
and particularly in structures of domination and oppression. These 
structures create, and continually reproduce, the inequalities that 
liberal egalitarians see as inevitable (Baker et al 2004: 33, own 
emphasis)

It is this approach which is much more radical and significant in developing a 
dis-equality theory, and which takes account of the ‘tyranny of the majority’ 

(de Tocqueville). The achievement of equality of condition requires pursuing 
equality in five key dimensions.91 This in itself, is a much more extensive 

methodology and moves beyond the exclusivity of liberal egalitarianism. 

Equality of condition pays attention not only to individuals but social 

groupings. It moves decisively away from understandings of ‘bad brute luck’ 

(Cohen 1989) towards stronger conceptualisations of ‘equal opportunity’

90 That is, literal or complex equality; (re)distribution or recognition; individuals or groups; 
equality of outcome or equality of opportunity.
91 Bourdieu would refer to these dimensions as ‘social fields’.
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based on ‘real choice among real options’ (Baker et al 2004: 34). The five 

key equality dimensions are as follows:

1. Equality of resources: This refers to not just economic resources, 

but other resources such as time, environment, cultural capital, 

social networks and leisure time
2. Equal respect and recognition: including universal citizenship; 

‘critical interculturalism’ and celebrating diversity

3. Equality of love, care and solidarity: the capacity to love and 

receive love, develop a sense of value and belonging, and the 

enablement of solidarity
4. Equality of power: This takes account of the significant power 

inequalities that exist in our society and which perpetuate 
experiences of oppression and domination

5. Equality of working and learning: Ensuring that everyone has 
prospects for undertaking satisfactory work and learning

The applicability of an equality of condition approach to dis-equality may be 

further emphasised upon exploration of the five key equality dimensions. Not 

all social groups will experience inequalities in all five dimensions, yet this 
does seem to be more likely for (dis)abled people. Inequalities in the domain 
of resources for (dis)abled people are particularly extensive given the 

inaccessibility of the environment in which we live. Within third-level 

education settings, this can refer to the lack of resources which are needed 
to enable participation in courses, ranging from financial and technical 

assistance to awareness. Inequalities of respect and recognition are 

prevalent for many (dis)abled people, albeit to different extents. Bullying in 

schools, discrimination, stereotypical images, and hate crime, are all 

examples of lack of respect directed at (dis)abled people and generated by 

the cultural system in particular. The under-representation of (dis)abled 
people, not only in third-level education, but in relatively high profile 

employment, points to significant inequalities of working and learning, while 

domination of (dis)abled people by the non-(dis)abled majority and ‘experts’ 

such as medical professionals and educationalists illustrate the extent of
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power inequalities. In other words, an equality of condition approach is 
congruent with McLaughlin and Byrne’s (2006) explication of the ‘four eyes’ 

of (dis)ability.

Each dimension, or social field, has particular relevance in considering the 

already fraught relationship between (dis)ability and equality. Equality of 

condition also considers the range of social systems which both generate 

and reinforce inequalities. The economic, cultural, political and affective 

systems all play key roles in exacerbating various inequalities. While these 

systems can act independently of each other, they also interact with each 

other in further perpetuating social divisions and inequalities (Baker et al 

2004). Theoretically, equality of condition represents an exciting development 
with far-reaching implications, particularly for dis-equality. In practice it is a 
significant challenge, and one which requires much collaboration between 

the powerful and the powerless. Perhaps one of the most illustrative 
features of equality of condition for dis-equality, is that "Because of its 
commitment to equal recognition and power, equality of condition also rejects 

definitions of need imposed by experts and other dominant groups and 

endorses a process of democratic dialogue over needs” (Baker et al 2004: 
36). By advocating fundamental and systematic change, equality of condition 

arguably gives (dis)abled people effective opportunity to assist in 
constructing new rules and standards, enabling the beginning of a ‘new 

game’ which celebrates diversity. This clearly goes far beyond mere 

toleration associated with liberal egalitarianism. A move towards ‘critical 

interculturalism’ comprising of a ‘redefined public/private distinction’ and 

‘critical dialogue over cultural differences’ (Baker et al 2004: 43) allows the 

dominant culture to be the subject of potentially constructive dialogue and 

debate. Given the deeply embedded nature of the dominant culture and 
associated majority/minority relations, this is by no means an easy task, and 

as Bourdieu would argue, is perhaps underestimating of the processes of 

misrecognition and symbolic violence that prevail beyond the level of 

individual consciousness.
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Baker et al’s approach remains underdeveloped. They do not specify the 
level of equality of condition required in each social field in order for ‘fair’ 
equality of opportunity to exist. What is needed for the purposes of dis- 

equality is consideration of the implicit as well as the explicit and of culture 

more generally.

5.7 Complex forms of discrimination

It is to the more subtle forms of discrimination that I now turn. The concept of 

discrimination has been central to both equality theorising and human rights 

instruments. As with other minority group statuses, focus has remained 
primarily on concepts of direct discrimination. Given the distinct themes of 

difference that constitute the ‘four eyes’ of (dis)ability (McLaughlin and Byrne 

2006), concepts of direct discrimination are, alone, insufficient and naive. 
Fredman (2001) suggests that we need to move beyond anti-discrimination 
legislation since "Underlying the idea that discrimination is based on a 
comparison between treatment of members of one group and that meted out 

to members of the ‘opposite’ group is a notion that the ideal of equality is the 
elimination of difference. Such a view creates... powerful conformist 

pressures” (Fredman 2001: 160).

Similarly, McLaughlin et al (2006) suggest that there is profound need for 

jurisprudential development in concepts of discrimination in order to maintain 
the utility and relevance of anti-discrimination legislation, and by moving 

beyond the ‘business case’ for equality. Indeed, the vagueness of more 

complex forms of discrimination “poses serious limitations in our 

understanding of inequality” (Cassin 2006: 3). Along with Cassin (2006), 

McLaughlin et al (2006) propose that such development be rooted in 

definitions of complex forms of discrimination, that is, of institutional and 

systemic discrimination.

As Cassin (2006) argues, institutional practices routinely create inequality 

while systemic discrimination emanates from the taken for granted ‘rules’ of 

everyday practice(s). These ‘rules’ are part of the regimes of social action
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(Cassin 2006, Smith 1999), or in Bourdieudian terms, part of the ‘immanent 

structures of the game’. Together these constitute the ‘routine regimes’ of 
social action (Cassin 2006). This has important implications for the dis- 
equality I seek to address, and is congruent with the Bourdieudian framework 

that underpins this study. These ‘routine regimes’ then, are part of those 

deeper structures of domination and oppression with which I am concerned.

Achieving equality for (dis)abled people in a system where ‘the game has 

already begun’, and where ‘the rules and standards have already been set’ 

(Young 1990), is evidently contradictory since it implies a form of equality that 

enables disabled people to ‘fit in’ with an already constructed society and 
associated social systems, that is, a form of equality which fails to radically 

challenge the root of all inequalities. To do so would imply changing a system 
that already works to the apparently legitimate advantage of the majority non
disabled population.

The language of complex forms of discrimination has much to offer dis- 
equality. Loosely defined as ‘diffuse, implicit and collective rather than 

individual’, complex forms of discrimination can be understood as those 
“pervading patterns in social practices which serve to exclude, devalue or 
disadvantage individuals sharing a minority group trait” (McLaughlin et al 

2006: 1). McLaughlin et al also suggest that these practices are unlikely to be 

intentionally discriminating given that they arise out of those ‘day-to-day 

norms’ and the taken for granted. It is precisely this which is highlighted by 

Bourdieu when he argues “the dominant class have only to let the system 

they dominate take its own course in order to exercise their domination” 

(Bourdieu 1977: 190), and which is served by processes of misrecognition.92 

Thus domination, and complex forms of discrimination, can occur below the 
level of individual consciousness. Any concept of dis-equality must therefore 

be mindful of Bourdieu’s theory of capitals. The objectification and unequal 
distribution of various forms of capital becomes mutually reinforcing. In so 

doing, (dis)abled people are maintained in positions of disadvantage:

92 See Chapter 3, Section 3.7 The habitus of (dis)ability’.
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The structure of the different types and subtypes of capital at a given 
moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social 
world, i.e. the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of that 
world, which govern its functioning in a durable way, determining the 
chances of success for practice (Bourdieu 1986: 241)

In other words, the unequal distribution of capital, and their presupposition by 

the cultural arbitrary, is reflective of complex forms of discrimination.

5.8 Equality Instruments

The notion of equality has been both implicitly and explicitly asserted within 
domestic and international law. Equality measures have begun to shift from 

reactive or ‘negative’ forms of equality, (such as anti-discrimination 
legislation) towards ‘positive’ equality duties (such as Section 75 of the 1998 
Northern Ireland Act).93 Such measures have profound implications for 

experiences of (dis)ability more generally. While the importance of equality 

for (dis)abled people is recognised, the type of equality within these 
approaches (whether distributional or equality of opportunity) is arguably one 

which fails to challenge underlying cultural norms in each of the equality 
domains outlined by Baker et al (2004). Equality policy has fitted in or around 

the status quo rather than attempting to seriously challenge it. A philosophy 
of liberal equality is thus theoretically deficient. I contend that this inadequacy 

is archetypical of dis-equality instruments in today’s society, given that they 

too are largely embedded within liberal egalitarianism. The utility of a 

Bourdieudian framework in understanding the processes of legitimation 

inherent within legislative developments is central. Articulation of the 
prescribed and proscribed can ultimately be understood as “the 

objectification of the dominant vision recognized as legitimate, or...of the 
legitimate vision of the world...[as] guaranteed by the state" (Bourdieu 2000: 

186).

93 In Northern Ireland, these have included legislative developments such as the Sex 
Discrimination Order (1976; 1988); the Race Relations Order (1997); the Fair Employment 
and Treatment Order (1998); and the Disability Discrimination Act (1995).
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Legislation relating to (dis)ability in the UK is distinct due to the potential for 

justifiable discrimination on the grounds of ‘reasonableness’ or ‘limited 
resources’. Thus, “the technicism and biological reductionism of the 

biomedical and welfare model of disability was reflected in equality law and 

other public provisions in the UK” (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006: 4). The 

advent of international human rights instruments prohibiting discrimination in 
the latter half of the twentieth century have further exemplified individualised 
commitment to non-discrimination.94 Whilst it is the concept of indirect 

discrimination which is most useful and relevant for (dis)abled people, this 
remains an underdeveloped aspect of human rights law (Clements 2005). 

The EU Commission’s strategy on equality has become increasingly 
grounded on an integrated approach to anti-discrimination, encompassing 

both the traditional negative duty of non-discrimination with the positive duty 

of equality of opportunity and mainstreaming. McLaughlin and Byrne (2006) 

refer to this as the European Single Equality Approach and identify four key 

characteristics therein:

• The development of generic negative equality law that is, anti- 

discrimination instruments which cover more than one type of 
(in)equality/ social status;95

• The extension of anti-discrimination provision beyond the labour 

market, that is to include at least the public provision of goods and 

services and/or public policy-making via mainstreaming;

• The establishment of ‘Single equality’ enforcement authorities - these 

bodies may or may not have both a general human rights and an 
equality brief;96

94 The right of individuals not to be discriminated against has long been recognised by the 
UN and EU (see Chapter 2 section 2.4). Despite inclusion of (dis)ability alongside gender, 
ethnicity and religion as one of the grounds on which discrimination was prohibited, this did 
little to achieve the aspirations of Article 3 such was the emphasis on non-discrimination or 
equal treatment (Byrne and McLaughlin 2005). The UN’s 1994 Standards and Rules on the 
Equalisation of Opportunities for People with Disabilities recognised this and spelt out the 
actions states needed to take to make this a reality. The elaboration of discrimination to 
include the concept of differential treatment via reasonable adjustment is evident in the UN 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities which is currently being drafted.
95 The UK and Ireland have been at the forefront of this approach. For example; The Single 
Equality Act (2000) in Ireland; Section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act; and The 
Employment Equality Directive (2000).
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• The development of anticipatory or positive equality duties and their 

mainstreaming in public policy making, (see also McLaughlin and 

Smyth 2006).
(McLaughlin and Byrne 2006: 12/13)

McLaughlin and Byrne suggest that this increasingly integrated approach is 

reflective of the commonalities of oppression, the reality of multiple identities, 

and the legacies of disadvantage. In short, the European Single Equality 

Approach is increasingly reflective of complex forms of discrimination.

McLaughlin and Byrne, in their identification of the 'four eyes’ of (dis)ability, 

suggest that these themes of difference should "inform policy development 
and equality strategies whether in the public sector or within social politics 

and civil society. They should be taken into account within the mainstreaming 
technology and its associated tools...” (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006: 21/22). 

It is to these equality instruments and the location therein of complex forms of 
discrimination that I now turn.

The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) and The Special Educational Needs 

and Disability Order (2005)

The Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) (1995) represents an important 
development in the relatively short history of (dis)ability legislation.97 Doyle 

maintains that “the DDA 1995, as amended on more than one occasion, 
remains the foundation stone of disability discrimination /aw” (Doyle 2003: 6). 

Woodhams and Corby (2003) suggest that while the DDA appears to accord 

with the philosophy of liberal equality, this is not clear cut and “the definition 

of disability contained in the DDA 1995 contradicts many of the principles of 

the liberal equality framework” (Woodhams and Corby 2003: 159). They

96 The single equality and human rights commission which will be established in 2007 in 
Great Britain will cover both human rights and equality. In Ireland, however, the Human 
Rights Commission is distinct from both the Equality and The National Disability Authorities, 
while in Northern Ireland the Equality Commission and Human Rights Commission also, at 
this current time, remain distinct.
97 The DDA (1995) prohibits discrimination against (dis)abled people in relation to 
employment, goods, facilities and services, and buying or renting land or property.
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outline four areas which are particularly problematic; the requirement for 
medical evidence, the lack of congruence between managerial and legal 

definitions, the focus on negative aspects of (dis)ability, and the fact that 

(dis)ability is often hidden (Ibid). The prevalence of these issues can mean 

that legislation becomes less effective than originally envisaged or could be. 

The definition of (dis)ability is very much based on, and reinforces a medical 

model of (dis)ability. The DDA is thus inherently individualistic and based on 

a limited conception of equality of opportunity. Moreover, the Act enables 

discrimination to be justified in certain circumstances; for example where 

there may be health and safety issues or excessive financial costs. The 

shortcomings inherent in the DDA are therefore detrimental to any ideal of 

equality for (dis)abled people.

The DDA has been amended by the Special Educational Needs and 

Disability Act (SENDA 2001) in Great Britain, which brought education within 
this anti-discrimination framework alongside employment, and goods, 

facilities and services. The equivalent Special Educational Needs and 

Disability Order (SENDO 2005) recently came into effect in Northern Ireland. 
Although Northern Ireland had no SENDA in operation, and therefore 

exempted educational providers from the provisions of the Disability 
Discrimination Act, the sector has had a positive equality duty in relation to 

both (dis)ability and a number of other (in)equality dimensions. This positive 

duty known as Section 75 was introduced as part of the 1998 Northern 

Ireland Act and prefigured the subsequent positive duty in Great Britain in 

relation to race. Thus, between 1998 and 2005, the duty to promote equality 

of opportunity for (dis)abled people in Northern Ireland has coexisted with an 
exemption of educational providers from the provisions of the UK wide 

Disability Discrimination Act, and ultimately signalled a legal tolerance of 

discrimination against (dis)abled people in the educational sector.

The 2005 Special Educational Needs and Disability Order (SENDO) requires 

schools, universities and colleges to make reasonable adjustments so as to 

include children and young people with (dis)abilities within ‘mainstream’ 
educational provision. The development of SENDO is recognised as
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important since like the GB equivalent, it “represents the first substantive 
legislative reform of the law of special educational needs (SEN) since the 

Education Act 1993” {Hay 2001: 72). SENDO (2005) makes it unlawful for an 

educational body to discriminate against its students, or treat them less 
favourably for reasons relating to (dis)ability. While the benefits of the 

anticipatory nature of SENDA and SENDO are recognised (Davis 2003) there 

are issues, particularly in relation to the definitions of terms such as 
‘reasonable adjustment’ and ‘less favourable treatment’ which are not clearly 

specified in the legislation. Since SENDA and SENDO are still in the early 

stages of implementation, there is also a lack of case law which could be 

used to set precedents. The success of SENDO in providing redress for 

(dis)abled people in education remains to be seen.

Positive Equality Duties -The Section 75 duty

Equality instruments have moved away from a sole focus on anti- 
discrimination towards one which seeks to promote equality, or more 

specifically, equality of opportunity. These have emerged not as a 
replacement of discriminatory measures, but as a complementarity. Positive 
(or fourth generation (Hepple et al 2000)) duties seek to encourage decision 

making and participation by marginalised groups and represents an ongoing 
process in contrast to the ‘static’ nature of anti-discrimination (Fredman 2001: 

164).

The 1995 DDA has been further amended by the introduction in Great 

Britain, of a positive equality duty in relation to (dis)ability. The 2005 DDA, to 

be implemented in 2006, requires all public authorities to eliminate 

discrimination and promote equality of opportunity between (dis)abled and 

non-(dis)abled people. This appears to strengthen the potential of SENDA 

(2001) since the new duty also applies to schools and third-level educational 

bodies. This (dis)ability specific duty will apply to Northern Ireland from 1 
January 2007.98 There are similarities with the Section 75 equality duty. For

98 The new duty was introduced as part of the Disability Discrimination (Northern Ireland) 
Order {2006).
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example, public bodies must develop (dis)ability equality schemes and 

consult effectively with (dis)abled people. The duty seeks to ensure that such 

consultation is substantive rather than a ‘token’ gesture (McLaughlin and 
Byrne 2006). The success of the (dis)ability equality duty evidently remains to 

be seen, but it is apparent that (dis)ability has begun to figure more 

substantially on the UK equality agenda.

The complexity of the Northern Ireland context has had particular 

connotations for the development of positive equality duties; “Equality has 

been and remains a hypersensitive policy field because disadvantage and 

privilege were and are distributed along longstanding lines of ethno-national 

identity and religious affiliation (Porter et al 2005)” (McLaughlin 2005c: 5). 

Within the UK, Northern Ireland has led the way in developing positive duties 
and implementing a unique ‘mainstreaming’ approach to equality. Northern 
Ireland’s positive equality duties arose from the 1998 Northern Ireland Act. It 
is within Section 75 of this Act that provisions for mainstreaming are 
explicated." Section 75 requires designated public authorities to promote 

equality of opportunity between nine different groups, namely:

• Persons of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, 
martial status or sexual orientation;

• Between men and women generally;

• Between persons with a disability and persons without;

• Between persons with dependants and persons without.100

Section 75 has been perceived as ‘unique’, ‘groundbreaking’, ‘pioneering’ 

and ‘innovative’ (Chaney and Rees 2004; McLaughlin 2005c; Rees 2004). In 

relation to (dis)ability, Section 75 seeks to enhance equality of opportunity

99 The basis for Section 75 emerged from the non-statutory Policy Appraisal and Fair 
Treatment (PAFT) guidelines of the 1990s. The non-statutory basis of PAFT combined with 
poor implementation, resistance, and bureaucratic conflict succeeded only in undermining its 
potential (Osborne 1996). Section 75 sought to assist Northern Ireland in the transition to a 
post-conflict society and “effectively placed the former non-statutory PAFT provisions onto a 
statutory footing” (McLaughlin 2005: 2).
100 Public authorities are also required to promote good relations between persons of 
different religious belief, political opinion or racial group.
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between those with and without a (dis)ability. The key to this is in the 
development of equality schemes and impact assessments which require 

designated public authorities (including third-level institutions) to assess all 

policies for any potential adverse impact. Thus, Section 75 attempts to 

promote more participative forms of governance (McLaughlin 2005c), driven 

by consultation with those groups most likely to be affected. Consultation 

then, lies at the ‘heart’ (Chaney and Rees 2004) or ‘core’ (McLaughlin 2005) 
of Section 75.

Mainstreaming

Mainstreaming refers to the attempt to integrate equality into all aspects of 

policy development and practice, and is based on the philosophy that 

equality should inform all aspects of a public organisations’ work (ECNI 
2004). Mainstreaming is thus seen as the way forward in the achievement of 
an ‘equality culture’ (Rees 1998).

Equality mainstreaming came to light in the mid 1980s (Chaney and Rees 
2004).101 It is understood as a much more holistic approach in contrast to 

anti-discrimination approaches. The term ‘mainstreaming’ refers to more than 
one type of approach; "some countries and organisations have favoured a 

‘light-touch’ approach to mainstreaming based upon enabling legal and 

institutional mechanisms, whereas others have adopted a more regulatory 

approach with an emphasis on monitoring, compliance and legal 

enforcement” (Chaney and Rees 2004: 2). Section 75 falls into the latter 

category. Chaney and Rees (2004) argue that equality mainstreaming is 
underpinned by three distinct principles:

1. Treating the individual as a whole person

2. Democracy
3. Equity and justice

101 The concept of mainstreaming has traditionally been a feature of the labour market. See 
McLaughlin (2005c) and Rees (1998).
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Mainstreaming can be achieved through the use of some or all of the 
following ‘tools’:

• Appropriate institutional arrangements

• Awareness raising

• Training

• Expertise

• Mainstreaming tools

• Reporting mechanisms

• ‘Commitment from the top’

• Incentives to build ‘ownership

• Securing necessary resources 

(Chaney and Rees 2004: 10)

Mainstreaming has the potential to radically challenge current institutional 

arrangements. Whether or not this translates into reality will depend on the 
spirit in which the duty is carried forward. Indeed, “Mainstreaming...assumes 
that the presence of minorities and the disadvantaged within decision-making 
processes is both of significance in itself and will change the substance of 

decisions made, thus ultimately, if sometimes indirectly, leading to reductions 
in inequality and increases in equality and justice” (McLaughlin 2005c: 11). 

However, McLaughlin and Paris (2004) also contend that equality 

mainstreaming has thus far failed to adequately challenge a ‘same treatment 

ethos’.

Evaluating Section 75

Operationalisation of Section 75 has not been smooth. Mainstreaming 

however, is ongoing and change will not occur overnight.

The ‘Review of the Section 75 Equality Duty’ by McLaughlin and Paris (2004) 

identifies a number of significant shortcomings which have impeded
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extensive progress.102 The absence of any clear definition of ‘policy’ has 

acted as a loophole as public bodies attempt to distinguish between what 

should and should not be subject to equality impact assessment (McLaughlin 

and Paris 2004; McLaughlin 2005c). Perhaps more significantly in relation to 

(dis)ability, the report distinguishes between ‘formal’ and ‘committed’ 

compliance, and the extent of ‘creative minimisation’ (McLaughlin and Paris 

2004; McLaughlin 2005c). The authors suggest that only a minority of public 

bodies have truly engaged with the spirit in which the legislation was 

intended. Rather, formal compliance has been the ‘norm’ in the 
operationalisation of Section 75. This limited form of compliance, or 

‘minimisation’ “...has meant that comparatively few policies have been 
‘screened in’ for impact assessment: that the consultation methods used 

have been those most convenient and least effortful for the public authorities 

concerned rather than those which are most successful at engaging with 
consultee communities" {McLaughWn 2005c: 12).

Chaney and Rees (2004) identity further concerns with equality

mainstreaming in Northern Ireland:

1. Those involved in the consultation process are experiencing
‘consultation fatigue’

2. Increased costs of ‘deepened participation’ have had major

resource implications for both public and voluntary organisations
3. Excessive focus on process rather than outcome, that is,

procedural versus substantive equality

4. A danger that it is overly bureaucratic

Those bodies advocating equality for (dis)abled people have found 

themselves drowning under the mass of consultation requests and a 

recurrent dilemma between ‘tick box’ approaches which may or may not lead 

to substantive outcomes, or a continuation of everyday practice. As with

102 McLaughlin and Paris (2004) suggest that while significant organisational learning has 
occurred, this has been weakened by the intermittent suspension of devolution, insufficient 
guidance on the meaning of ‘policy’ and the excessive emphasis on process rather than 
outcomes.
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equality of opportunity more generally, this form of equality mainstreaming 
offers the greatest opportunity to those groups or bodies with greater 

resources and posts with a designated Section 75 remit. For some relatively 
small (dis)ability organisations, this may not be feasible. There is also a 

danger that consultation will fail to adequately consult effectively across the 

(dis)abled population for whom potential impacts might differ. McLaughlin 

(2005c) argues that Section 75 as a standalone equality mechanism is not 
enough and that “...the total Belfast Agreement equality package remains 

incomplete without The Bill of Rights and an Anti-poverty Programme” 
(McLaughlin 2005: 15).103

For Section 75 to be truly effective in promoting equality of opportunity for 
(dis)abled people, the potential and spirit of mainstreaming must be 

embraced. By adopting formal over committed compliance, whether out of 
choice or necessity, public authorities are arguably reinforcing rather than 

challenging the inequalities that currently exist. ‘Formal compliance’ or 
minimisation enables the status quo to be effectively maintained, and is no 

doubt the ‘easier’ of the two options. By choosing what consultation methods 
to use, what policies to screen or when impact assessments should be 

undertaken, control of the mainstreaming process remains embedded within 

structural institutions and consultees remain subjected to the consulter. It 
cannot be denied however, that, “...from an international perspective, Section 
75 is, in many respects a pioneering legal mechanism for the delivering of 

mainstreaming. Its strengths lie in its combination and synthesis of many 

aspects of existing equality practices evident in countries across the world” 

(Chaney and Rees 2004: 38). As with SENDO, equality outcomes relating to 
Section 75 remain to be seen.104 In theory, the application of Section 75 to 

education should result in a more ‘(dis)ability friendly’ environment.

103 A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland was pre-empted by the Belfast (Good Friday) 
Agreement, 1998. Following this agreement, the Northern Ireland Act of 1998 established 
the Northern Ireland Fluman Rights Commission and gave it specific duties in relation to a 
Bill of Rights. The Commission has however found it difficult to achieve a political consensus 
on what should constitute a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland and negotiations are ongoing.
104 The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland has recently launched as series of 
research tenders to examine the effectiveness of Section 75 to date. The tenders include a 
proposed assessment of the impact and outcome of Section 75 on individuals, including 
people with (dis)abilities.
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Admissions and course requirements should not have any adverse impact on 

equality of opportunity for young (dis)abled people in comparison to their 

peers. Real change for young (dis)abled people lies not only in procedural or 
bureaucratic niceties, but in everyday practice and situations. Whether 

Section 75 will conjure greater awareness at service level is debateable as is 

its ability to incorporate the needs of the diversity of equality groups in a way 

that effectively challenges the status quo and complex forms of 

discrimination.

Recent political work on equality in Northern Ireland has been concerned with 

the development of a Single Equality Act. This would mean a harmonisation 

of equality law across the various subordinate social categories. The 
rationale for such a bill lies in its potential to strengthen existing equality 
legislation, expand the range of groups who come under the legislation, and 

to ensure that Northern Ireland fully complies with European and 
International obligations (ECNI 2001). As of yet, it is not possible to establish 
exactly the effect such a policy will have and “whether levelling down rather 

than levelling up would result from such ‘single equality developments’” 

(McLaughlin 2004: 22). Only time will tell whether or not a single equality act, 

will constitute a positive move beyond the current legislative framework.

5.9 Conclusion

The intricacies of ‘equality’ are without doubt, compelling. The equality 

debate is marked by significantly greater disaccord than any consensus. It is 

this which keeps the debate alive and which enables theoretical progress to 

be made. It is I contend, an equality of condition approach (Baker et al 2004) 

and the explication of complex forms of discrimination (McLaughlin et al 

2006) which offer dis-equality theory the greatest potential. The latter is 

especially congruent with a Bourdieudian framework in dissecting the 

‘visibility’ of social practice. The location of complex forms of discrimination 

and equality of condition within a Bourdieudian framework facilitates 

exploration and challenge of those dominant cultural norms and institutional 
structures which have for so long categorised (dis)abled people as innately
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different, that is, of the socially constructed ‘ability binary’. The application of 
complex forms of discrimination to dis-equality theorising ultimately enables 

me to highlight the complexity of the relationship between (dis)ability and 
equality by identifying the taken for granted and the ‘routine regimes’ (Cassin 

2006) or immanent ‘rules’ on which majority/minority relations are constituted 

across the field of learning.
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Chapter Six - Epistemology, Methodology and Ethical
Responsibilities

6.0 Introduction

The ‘intellectual field’ of research production and propagation, like the social 

field more generally, encompasses the “dominated and its dominators, its 

conservatives and its avant-garde, its subversive struggles and its 
mechanisms of research production” (Bourdleu 1990a: 141). Uncovering the 

‘truth’ about the world in which we live and associated social phenomena, 

remains the subject of intense debate. The form of academic discourse 

adopted within a study carries with it particular consequences for our thinking 
around theoretical and methodological issues (McLaughlin 1991: 301). The 

epistemological framework that is developed “dictates not only the general 
perception of reality and social relations, but ... the types of methods and 
techniques available to researchers and the motives and aims of social 
research” {Sarantakos 1998: 15).

The epistemological stance that underpins this study is one grounded in the 
normativity of ‘committed’ or emancipatory research, and located within a 

Bourdieudian theoretical framework. In this chapter I consider the 

methodological implications of such a framework in uncovering practices of 

oppression, power and privilege across the field of learning and the location 
of (dis)abled people therein. That is, I consider the need for epistemological 

vigilance (Bourdieu 1984: 15). This is of particular importance since the unity 

of theory and method within mainstream sociology has too often concealed 

positions of power under the guise of ‘value-free’ research (Smith 1999). As 

Bourdieu has argued, “research without theory is blind, and theory without 

research is empty” (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992: 162). The particularities of 

my research strategy from beginning to end are highlighted in such a way 

that research reliability and validity can be ascertained by the reader. The 
implications of my own status and characteristics in carrying out this 

particular piece of research are reflected upon. Nor am I under any illusion as
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to the limitations inherent in my research as with any other. I understand this 
not as failure, but as an inevitable outcome of our constant pursuit for 

perfection which will no doubt remain elusive.

6.1 The Unity of Theory and Method(s)

Whether or not research can provide us with untarnished views of ‘reality’ or 

‘truth’ is routinely questioned. Characterised by its inherent fluidity, 

postmodernism challenges the idea that there is or can be an ultimate truth to 

be ‘discovered’, but that all accounts are created by the writer and interpreted 

in different ways by the reader (Corker 1998; Shildrick 1997, 2003, 2005). 

Postmodernism thus makes assumptions of relativism or embedded 

subjectivism in contrast to the realism articulated by those such as Denzin 

(1970). I argue that this ‘anxiety of relativism’ (Shildrick 2003) is to some 

extent, a danger to the ethical responsibilities I hold towards the young 
people in my study while also seeking to sustain accounts of oppression 

(Riddell 1996). I contend that, while complex, it is possible to access some 
form of reality or ‘truth’. Yet we must also acknowledge that "As people, we 
share understandings with others and also bring something quite distinctively 
personal to them” (Arksey and Knight 1999: 22). To deliberately impose our 

own ideas on those whose realities we are interested in, is to risk changing 

those realities in a way that prejudices our research outcomes. It cannot be 

denied however, that there is a "parallel dilemma for researchers who try to 

convey the experience of disability if the ‘oppressed’ group resists non- 
hierarchical research relationships or alternatively takes contrary lines by 

explaining their ‘disability’ in terms of their impairments” (Barnes and Mercer 

1997: 7). Any research that professes to be ‘committed’ and respectful of its 

subjects implies respect and acceptance of ‘their’ world views as opposed to 

that of the researcher. In other words, if the young people in my study 

perceive themselves to be primarily (dis)abled by biological impairment rather 

than society’s response, this must be respected and communicated. It is to 

this endeavour that my ethical responsibility is directed.
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The tenets of postmodernism per se, are, in this thesis, displaced by a 
‘committed’ research strategy consistent with the goals of emancipatory 

research. This ‘sociology for people’ (Smith 1987, 1999), that is, research 

with an explicit normative basis, is in contrast to research that claims to be 

‘value-free’. Research that claims to be ‘value-free’ runs the risk of 
conforming to the status quo by rendering silent that which is taken for 

granted. Sociological discourses relating to (dis)ability have often replicated 
social relations of power through which (dis)abled people are 
disadvantaged.105 Young (dis)abled people in particular have been largely 

silent within these discourses (Kay and Tisdall 2003). As Smith has argued, 

"The forms of thought, the means of expression that we had available to us to 

formulate our experience were made or controlled by [non-(dis)abled people]” 

(Smith 1987: 51). Questions of objectivity are themselves critiqued since as 

Oakley (1981) contends, ‘objectivity’ is the words our oppressors use to 
impose their ways of seeing the world. To acknowledge this is, in 
Bourdieudian terms, to acknowledge the ‘habitus’ of research. The extent to 

which we can be truly ‘neutral’ and objective in any research is questionable. 
Moreover, “...the closer our subject matter to our own life and experience, 

the more we can expect our own beliefs about the world to enter into and 
shape our work, to influence the very questions we pose and the 
interpretations we generate from our findings” (Vernon 1997: 159). It would 

be foolish of me to deny the risk of bias or ‘interviewer effect’, whether 

conscious or otherwise, given the (dis)abled identity to which I have been 

ascribed, and the epistemological framework that has been outlined. It is the 

‘power of a critical and reflexive analysis’ (Clear 1999: 437) which will assist 

me in addressing the aforementioned concerns.

The Emancipatory Research Paradigm

The emancipatory approach is characterised by three essential tenets; the 
reciprocity of the researcher relationship via a mutual exchange of personal 

information, gain, and empowerment (Oliver 1992). While I take account of

105 See Chapter 3, section 3.1.
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each principle, the extent to which each can be fully achieved remains 

problematic. For example not all interviewees will want to hear about the 

researcher’s life or personal experiences. Ribbens (1990) suggests that “we 

should...take our cue from the person being interviewed for they may not 

always wish to know and it may detract them for talking about themselves” 

(Ribbens 1990: 584). In some cases, interviewees may be appreciative of 

this mutual exchange, realising that they are not alone in their experience. 

The second principle of ‘gain’ is more complex since more often than not, it is 

the researcher who initiates the study which is possibly bounded by funding 
or time considerations as was the case here. It is the researcher who 

ultimately ‘owns’ the study and who produces written outcomes. 
Nonetheless, there is still potential for research participants to gain in that 

they may be sharing their experiences for the first time. The researcher may, 
as I did, provide the participant with useful information or access to other 

people who have had similar experiences. The final tenet of ‘empowerment’ 
is again hard to categorise and fully achieve, particularly since 
“empowerment is not in the gift of the powerful.. .empowerment is something 
people [take] for themselves collectively” {OUver 1997: 20).106 I have sought 

to address each of these tenets within my own study. The limitations of the 
emancipatory approach must be acknowledged, not least the issue of ‘bias’ 

and strict criteria. The former concern is perhaps negated in the sense that 
little research is completely free from some degree of unconscious bias 

whether or not this is actively recognised. The inclusion within my study, of 

non-(dis)abled policymakers and service providers allows me to incorporate 
‘the other side’, and to address those potential issues of bias. Few studies 

have incorporated both the perspectives of (dis)abled and non-(dis)abled 

people in the same context (Tregaskis 2000). Riddell et al (2005a, 2005b) in 

their study of (dis)abled students in higher education is an example of one 

exception. For others such as Shakespeare (1997), the criteria for 

emancipatory research remain prohibitive. Thus while I recognise that there 

are aspects of the emancipatory paradigm that are problematic, I remain

106 Vernon, in her research with (dis)abled women, suggests that the research relationship 
can plant the ‘first seeds of empowerment’ by giving participants a space to tell their ‘story’, 
thereby “engendering a feeling of being valued” (Vernon 1997: 172).
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deeply committed to critical research per se, and to ‘a sociology for (dis)abled 

people’ (Smith 1987, 1999).

6.2 The Research Questions

The theoretical endeavour that is reflective of this study began by assuming 

that young (dis)abled people are, to some extent, architects of their own lives 

rather than ‘victims’ or ‘cultural dupes’. One of my research objectives then, 

was to explore the diversity of ways in which young (dis)abled people have 

both managed and responded to the negative practices of power and 
domination they inevitably encountered. To facilitate further understanding, I 

explored Giddens’ structuration theory and Archer’s morphogenetic approach 

before discovering and utilising the extensive applicability and relevance of a 
Bourdieudian framework.107 Thus, a second objective of this study was to 

compare and contrast the value of these competing theories of social change 
in relation to (dis)ability and their juxtaposition of agency, culture and 
structure. This combined Bourdieudian and ‘committed’ stance has had a 

number of significant methodological implications. Central to this has been 

the understanding that research should not only be ‘about’ (dis)abled people, 
but ‘for’ (dis)abled people and which is in itself, not (dis)abling in its 

methodological consequences. By beginning with the assumption that young 
(dis)abled people are not mere puppets, I have sought to reconceptualise 

‘the line of fault’ (Smith 1987: 49) to which the latter have been subject.

Despite my rejection of the postmodernist relativism and the perceived 
inaccessibility of ultimate ‘truth’, there are some overlaps which I argue are 

not exclusive of the postmodernist agenda. Like Shildrick, I seek to 

problematise the "hitherto unchallenged certainties of binary thinking’” 

(Shildrick 2005: 2) by questioning not only those taken for granted practices, 

but the taken for granted parameters of knowledge and legitimisation in 

relation to (dis)ability. My research is to some extent ‘post-conventional’ 

(Shildrick 2005) in a very general sense, in that I propose a radical critique of

107 See Chapter 3, section 3.7 on the social theory of Pierre Bourdieu.
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existing systems and suggest that strategies of ‘inclusion’ reflect 
institutionalised forms of normalisation through which majority/minority 

relations continue to be reproduced. Thus like Shildrick, I seek to uncover 

‘hidden contradictions’ (Shildrick 2005: 9) as they exist within the field of 

learning and move beyond the ‘safe’ parameters upon which (dis)ability 

research has often been based. This endeavour illuminates another of my 

research objectives; unveiling the ideological and taken for granted nature of 

norms and values concerning majority/minority relations and 

conceptualisations of ‘ability’ and (dis)ability. It is, I argue, the responsibility of 

the scholar to reveal hidden practices of power and privilege. I therefore seek 

to make observable these social relations of power. Moreover, as Bourdieu 
has contended, "Sociologists need to avoid being the toy of social forces 
/n...[their] practice of sociology”, and to free, or at least limit, the effects of 
symbolic violence that research can produce against the subjects of the 

study (Bourdieu 1984: 15). That is, I seek to practice ‘epistemological 
vigilance’ (Ibid).

In keeping with the tenets of ‘committed’ research, my research questions 

accord lexical priority to the experiences of young (dis)abled people. More 
specifically, my first research question seeks to establish the following:

What are, and how can we best understand, those practices which make it 
difficult or prevent young (dis)abled people from achieving their full potential 
and ambitions in third-level education?

The structure of this question is reflective of ‘a sociology for [(dis)abled] 

people’ (Smith 1987, 1999) which unpacks the “assumptions about 

[(dis)ability] that [have] pervaded sociological research and social life in 
general” (Srr\\tb 1999: x). Central to this question is recognition of the ways in 

which (dis)abling practices across the field of learning become intertwined 

with complex forms of discrimination (McLaughlin et al 2006) and their 
routinisation (Cassin 2006).108 This study therefore begins with issues and 

concerns that are real for young (dis)abled people in the field of learning and

108 See Chapter 5, section 5.7.
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which are situated in their relationship with educational institutions and the 

social order more generally. The practices with which I am concerned arise 

from the interrelationship between the habitus of (dis)ability, the 
accumulation, utilisation and ability to convert various forms of capital such 

as cultural capital, economic capital, symbolic capital and social capital, and 
the field of learning (including the sub-field of third-level education).109

These practices are “explicated by the researcher in talking with [young 

(dis)abled people] and... set the direction of inquiry” (Smith 1999: 32). In 

other words, my first research question sets the direction for the second 

question by opening up a space for the exploration of institutional processes 

and practices of (dis)ability and (in)equality, and their inter-relationship. The 

second research question upon which this study is based is as follows:

How have third-level education providers understood and interpreted their 
statutory duty to promote equality of opportunity, access and inclusion for 
(dis)abled people, arising from (dis)ability and equality legislation (such as 
Section 75 (1998) and SENDO (2005)), and what steps have they taken to 
fulfil these duties?

This latter question is, I argue, necessarily derived from the former and 
enables me to further uncover implicit and explicit relations of power and 

privilege across the field of learning and within the sub-field of third-level 

education more specifically. A sociology for (dis)abled people must uncover 

the nature of social relations and the discourses therein which inevitably 

impinge upon the practices identified by young (dis)abled people through 

their reproduction, improvement or perpetuation. Successful implementation 
of Section 75 (1998) and SENDO (2005), should, in theory, enable greater 

participation of young (dis)abled people within third-level, and encourage 

education providers to consider and eradicate practices of disadvantage and 

inequality. Understandings and definitions of inclusion and equality of 

opportunity are characterised by their extensive variability despite legislative 

assumptions of universality. It is these lay understandings which directly (and 

indirectly) impact upon and shape institutional behaviour. How voluntary

109 See Chapter 3, section 3.7.
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groups ‘representing’ young (dis)abled people perceive the above terms may 
differ from further and higher education colleges, policymakers, and to what 

young people themselves consider. The location of both research questions 
within a Bourdieudian framework allows me to examine in-depth, the dialectic 

of structure, culture and agency through which both questions are invariably 

linked.

6.3 A Qualitative Research Strategy

The problematisation of quantitative research strategies as largely 
essentialist and as neglecting the “social and cultural construction of the 

‘variables’ which they seek to correlate” (Silverman 1993: 21), has 

contributed to its substitution in (dis)ability studies in favour of qualitative 
methodologies. The adoption of a broadly qualitative methodology alongside 

analysis of the structures of public policy, that is, of policy and law in relation 
to education, equality and (dis)ability, is commensurate with the committed 
research paradigm to which I adhere. The latter consisted of analysing 
institutional policies and written statements in the aforementioned areas 
alongside Section 75 equality impact assessments and consultation 

documents. It is this combined approach which has enabled me to 

successfully examine the dialectic of agency, culture and structure in a way 
that is not (dis)abling of the young people in my study. A qualitative 

methodology reinterprets “seemingly ‘personal troubles’ as more 

appropriately understood as ‘public issues’ that have their origins in wider 

social structures and processes” (Mercer 2002: 231). The focus on cultural 

processes alongside, rather than in place of structure makes a qualitative 
methodology further appealing. McLaughlin has stated that “the focus on 

culture and on the production and attribution of meaning and processes of 

signification almost inevitably pulls practitioners towards that group of 

methods and techniques loosely known as qualitative” (McLaughlin 2003: 
62). Yet I recognise that in counter-posing my research strategy as 

qualitative rather than quantitative, I am also guilty of subscribing to 
‘dichotomous frames of reference’ (McLaughlin 1991: 295).
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Issues of Sampling and Access

The aim of my research is not to make statistical inferences about a 

population, but to uncover practices of institutional discrimination and 

oppression across the field of learning. Due to the nature of my research 

questions and the epistemological framework upon which the study is based, 

the sample populations incorporate two distinct groupings; the student 

sample and the stakeholder sample. Appendix G describes the samples in 

detail. Here it is suffice to note that the empirical chapters of this thesis 

(Chapters 7 to 9) are based on 51 in-depth, face-to-face, semi-structured 

interviews which took place between October 2004 and May 2005. The study 

included the two universities physically based in Northern Ireland and which I 

will from hereon in refer to (in no particular order) as University A and 

University B.110 Two institutes of further and higher education were chosen; 

College A and College B.* * 111 Twenty interviews were conducted with young 

people with hearing impairments and visual impairments and 31 interviews 

with educational providers, policymakers and non-governmental 

organisations. To this end I used a form of non-probability sampling; non- 

random purposive or ‘judgemental’ sampling (Gilbert 1993). The 

‘judgemental’ factors upon which sampling decisions were based included a 

comparison of the experiences of visually impaired young people with those 

of hearing impaired young people, inclusion of the heterogeneity of young 

(dis)abled people and the full range of educational experiences and settings 

in a differentiated educational system, and spatial location within Northern 

Ireland.112 These factors are elaborated upon in Appendix G. The structure of

110 Northern Ireland has two universities - Queens’ University of Belfast and the University of
Ulster. The latter has four campuses across Northern Ireland in Jordanstown, Belfast, Derry 
and Coleraine. See Appendix A for further detail. As in Riddell et al’s 2001-2003 study, the 
Open University has been excluded. This exclusion is due to the fact that much teaching and 
learning in the Open University is conducted via distance learning. I wished to compare and 
contrast experiences and discourses across ‘traditional’ education settings and to explore 
the practices emanating from the ‘main’ education providers. I recognise however, that the 
exclusion of the Open University and the experiences of (dis)abled students therein could be 
construed as a weakness of this study
111 See Appendices A and G for further detail.
112 The decision to include young people with differential impairments was three-fold. Firstly, 
my own experiences as deaf person within the Northern Ireland education system meant that 
I had extensive awareness of support systems and their availability throughout pre and post- 
16 settings for young people ascribed as ‘deaf or ‘hard of hearing’. Secondly, immediately
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the sample also sought to ensure that the research would be well distributed 

across divisions of gender, religion, social class and the type of education 

received as far as possible to enable further comparison and to avoid over

attribution of practices and experiences to (dis)ability.

The decision to utilise semi-structured interviews in contrast to their more 

structured or unstructured counterparts arose from the desire to allow 
interviewees in both the student and stakeholder samples, to raise any 

important issues that I had not originally envisaged. An interview guide was 
deemed necessary to provide some direction and to highlight the main issues 
to be covered, while also allowing for variation in both sequence and topic.113 

The strength of semi-structured interviewing lies in the recognition that a 

fixed sequence of questions may not be suitable for all interviewees (Denzin 
1970). While it is obviously important to listen to what people are saying, it is 

also vital to explore what people are not saying since "the structural side of 
life is more often expressed in the silences which punctuate narratives. While 
the lives people live continue to be processually and contextually embedded, 

people may find the external and structural forces that shape their lives more 

difficult to comprehend and therefore talk about” (Brannen and Nilsen 2005: 
423).

Access to both the student and stakeholder samples was facilitated primarily 

through direct contact with the respective institutions and negotiation with 

both formal and informal ‘gatekeepers’. Access to interviewees was

prior to my doctoral study, I had completed a largely quantitative research project with the 
Royal National Institute for Deaf People in Northern Ireland (RNID Nl) on compulsory 
education settings, and I felt that the experiences of young people with hearing impairments 
across third-level education was hugely lacking. Thirdly, I wanted to be able to compare 
these experiences with other (dis)abled young people as a means of gauging the extent of 
similarity and difference and to avoid over-attribution of oppressive practices or institutional 
discrimination to either (dis)ability or a particular type of impairment. To this end, I decided to 
include young people with visual impairments. The reasoning behind this was also one of 
extensive knowledge of existing support systems and the educational provision that was 
generally available. The fact that many young people with hearing impairments and visual 
impairments continue to be educated alongside each other in Jordanstown Schools (See 
Appendix A) meant that I would, where applicable, be able to directly compare and contrast 
these experiences. In addition, both groups of young people are perceived to be lacking, to 
varying degrees, in linguistic forms of capital, that is, written and/or spoken English.
113 See Appendix H for more detail on accessing interviewees and Appendix I on the 
interview process. Copies of the letter sent to students and stakeholders are set out in 
Appendix J, while Appendix K sets out the interview guides.
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controlled by me and was relatively straightforward. It was clear however, 

that as Arksey and Knight (1999) assert, gatekeepers can become part of the 

problem rather than the solution by not passing information onto potential 

interviewees. All interviews were conducted on the ethical basis of informed 

consent and confidentiality, and pseudonyms are used throughout the study. 

The need to ensure fully informed and voluntary consent is vital since 

"research involving human subjects undertaken without the explicit consent 

of the researched lacks an adequate moral basis” (Gregory 2003: 35). The 

principles of the Queen’s University Code of Practice and the British 
Sociological Association were adhered to throughout the research. Both 

samples were also informed about the ultimate outcomes of the research and 

the potential for publication. Fully informed and voluntary consent has 
important connotations for individual autonomy and self-determination and 
"Deliberately not to reveal to individuals a consideration that is clearly 

germane to any likely decision on their part to agree to be part of the 
research effort.. .is to diminish the significance of the ‘consent’ that might be 

forthcoming” (Gregory 2003: 38). Thus to seek fully informed and voluntary 

consent, particularly in relation to the young people in my study, is to 
recognise the danger and undesirability of exploitative forms of research and 

reinforces my commitment to ‘a sociology for (dis)abled people’.

The need to respect each interviewee’s preferred style of communication is 

central in adhering to a committed research paradigm and this was taken 
account of throughout the study. A sign language interpreter was required in 
four cases.114 Interviews across both samples lasted between half an hour 

and two hours and each person was interviewed once. All interviews were 

audio-taped with permission. I was also conscious of the potential sensitivity 

of issues that could arise from the student interviews. To this end each 
student was informed that they could stop the interview at anytime.

At the end of each interview, I reiterated my commitment to confidentiality 

and asked if there were any further questions. Most young people expressed

114 See Appendix I
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gratitude at doing the interview and speaking to someone who also had 
personal experience of (dis)ability and the education system. For example:

I was saying to my friend... because you do feel upset about 
[people’s attitudes] and you do talk to your mum, dad or sister and 
they are like ‘oh don’t be silly, you are lovely and you are doing well’, 
but they still don’t have that understanding. Whereas I am sitting 
here talking and you understand what I am talking about which is 
great. (Lauren)

It was clear in some cases that stakeholder interviewees appeared more 

willing to talk after the tape recorder had been turned off. This does raise 
some concerns, particularly where interviewees may be “inconsistent by not 

doing what they say they do; they can seek ‘social approval’ and say things 

in interviews that are socially accepted and approved rather than what they 
actually believe, feel or do” (Brewer 2000: 65). It is thus important to be 
aware of this when analysing data. Indeed, this could have been one of the 
shortcomings of my role as a ‘(dis)abled’ researcher wherein stakeholder 

interviewees may be keen to create a good impression.

The experiences described to, and analysed by me are not the same for all 
young people in my study, or indeed for all hearing impaired people or all 
visually impaired people, such is the extent of their diversity, and I have no 

desire to make it so. In other words, I do not claim to represent the 

experiences of all (dis)abled people, all deaf people or all visually impaired 
people. The dilemma of representation has featured within (dis)ability 
research more generally. As Shakespeare argues, “We have never claimed 

to be representative, in a statistical sense: we are not saying ‘this is the 

experience of all disabled people’. We are saying ‘this is what some disabled 

people have experienced, and these are our conclusions’” (Shakespeare 

1997: 181). Nonetheless, it is hoped that this study will offer an alternative 

framework for consideration of those oppressive and apparently neutral 

practices across social fields.
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6.4 Researching from the ‘Inside’

All research will have some form of ‘interviewer effect’ since "the interview is 

a face-to-face encounter between people, and the socio-demographic 

characteristics of the people involved can influence the course of interaction 

and the responses g/Ven” (Brewer 2000: 65). For example, "respondents may 

worry about the purpose of the research, why they themselves have been 

chosen and what use the data will be put to, and these anxieties can affect 

honesty and openness” (Ibid). This, along with the need to consider reliability 

in qualitative research necessitates consideration of my role, not simply as a 

researcher, but as one whom like my student sample, is ascribed as 

‘(dis)abled’. Such critical analysis is further necessitated by my 
epistemological framework more generally.

Reflexivity

It is important for all social researchers to reflect upon their role in the 

research process. The need to be reflexive is especially relevant in this study 
due to my commitment to a sociology for (dis)abled people and due to my 

own position as a (dis)abled person. Initial concerns of my role as a 

‘(dis)abled researcher’ surrounded the potential for accusations of bias. This 
questioning in the early stages of my research eventually led me to conclude 

that while accusations of bias may arise, this was in essence, a consequence 

of researcher differences or similarities and inherent in the fact that 

researchers are “human beings and not machines” (Se\\\\.z and Jahoda 1965: 

41; Brewer 2000; Gilbert 1993). I argue that my role as a deaf person has 

proved more advantageous to my research study than originally envisaged, 

particularly in relation to the student sample. Nor has it been 

disadvantageous in the stakeholder sample. Both my deafness and age 

(more so than my gender) emerged as significant forms of ‘symbolic capital’.

Utilisation of my role as ‘inside’ the culture of those whom I wished to 

research, has had both its advantages and disadvantages. On more than one 

occasion, familiarity with local social networks among young people led to
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realisations that we had peers in common. This had the distinct advantage of 

building a good rapport with a number of interviewees. When meeting 

students for the first time, that I not only had a (dis)ability but was close to 
them in age, had a positive impact in readdressing the social relations of 

research production. Students ultimately became less guarded and were able 

to identify with both my impairment and (dis)abling experiences. Interviewing 

individuals with similar experiences also has the benefits of enabled 

empathy, openness and the acquisition of rich, deep data (Leicester 1999). 

This is not unique to my own research, but has been an ongoing feature of 
those studies where the leading researcher has a (dis)ability.115 Utilising 

insider status can also have its disadvantages. There is the potential for ‘role 

conflict’ and the risk of being too close to the subject matter. Yet I contend 

that my role as a young (dis)abled researcher is not something I can simply 
disregard. Rather, it must be harnessed in a way that is conducive to the 

aims and objectives of the overall research study. For example, I found that 
students asked me questions about my own experiences; what I was doing, 

how I found it and what I wanted to do. This often led to discussions about 

what the interviewee wished to do in the future and prompted memories of 
other experiences they had in their lives. The benefits of reciprocity in my 
research study must not be underestimated. For some students I was the first 

other (dis)abled person they had come in contact with, and this led 

participants to articulate feelings of isolation, or lack of empathy, among their 

non-(dis)abled peers.

I was originally concerned that some stakeholders would view me as a 

‘threat’ or ‘intruder’ and would perhaps ‘hold back’ or seek ‘social approval’ 

(Brewer 2000). This did occur in some interviews, nonetheless I felt that my 

‘insider’ status facilitated rather than hindered the acquisition of rich data. In 

some cases, stakeholder interviewees asked if I required any further support, 

and in one instance, a portable loop system had been set up for the meeting.

I could not help but feel that attempts were being made by some, to make a

115 For example, Shah (2005) in her doctoral study of ‘disabled high flyers’, found that “the 
acquisition of rich quality data...was facilitated by the fact that the interviewer and the 
participants came from the same minority group, that is, both parties shared experiences of 
physical impairment and life development” (Shah 2005: 14).
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good impression.116 Most interviewees were keen to inform me of the 

progress that had been made. In this way, my presentation as a deaf person, 

had its benefits, not just in terms of the verbal content and the context in 

which this was produced, but arguably also in terms of 'impression 

management’ (Goffman 1959), and I wondered if the same outcomes would 
have emerged had I not been (dis)abled.117

6.5 Transcription

Interviewer transcription of data clearly has advantages in enhancing 

familiarity with the data (Marshall and Rossman 1996; Silverman 1985). In 

this study, the transcription of interview data was problematic as I am unable 
to decipher audio-material.118 Solution to this dilemma was sought from the 

day I decided to embark upon this journey. As someone who actively 

disclosed my ‘(dis)ability’ upon university registration, I was entitled to receipt 
of Disabled Student’s Allowance (DSA) to fund any additional costs arising 
from (dis)abling practices inherent within university settings. To this end I was 

able to use the funds to finance a typist for the duration of my interviews. 
While I did have reservations about not being able to transcribe the 
interviews myself, I developed other ways of getting to grips with the data 

while waiting on completion of transcripts. For example, I kept a research 
diary after each interview in which I recorded any initial feelings, thoughts 

and ideas about each interview. This compensated for not being able to take 

notes during the interview due to my need to lipread. This did not prove to be 

a disadvantage since the characteristic of ‘active listening’ in any research is 

maintained eye contact with the interviewee (Lofland and Lofland 1995), 

particularly with those who are deaf and for whom lipreading or body 

language/facial expression is vital.

116 Some interviewees informed me after the interview that I had ‘really good’ or ‘excellent’ 
speech for a deaf person. This started bells ringing on what exactly they expected a deaf 
person to be like. Despite the conflict that this stirred inside me, I decided that the best 
approach in this situation would be to smile and say nothing rather than risk damaging the 
rapport that had been built.
117 This was reinforced in one situation when I discovered that a post-16 educational 
establishment had recently declined to participate in a piece of (dis)ability research carried 
out by a non-(dis)abled researcher, yet had agreed to participate in my research.
118 The same problem arises with video-taping.



Arksey and Knight (1999) assert that transcriptions are neither neutral nor 

value-free, but “what passes from tape to paper is the result of decisions 

about what ought to go on paper....Sometimes, a typist decides to type only 
words, not pauses....Similarly, there is the notorious problem of how to 

punctuate speech: where should full stops, semi-colons and commas go? 

What about paragraph marks...?” (Arksey and Knight 1999: 141). These 

issues are arguably made more complex if the interviewer is not the typist. In 

order words, there is an added need to consider the problem of transcriber 
reliability (Kvale 1996).119 I felt it was important at the outset, to inform the 
typist what I wished to gain from the transcripts.120 I gave the transcriber a 

copy of the interview guide so that she could familiarise herself with 
predictive content and terminology and because: “[t]he quality of 

transcriptions can be improved by clear instructions about the procedures 
and purposes of the transcriptions” (Kvale 1996: 163).121 That only one 

person was transcribing the data meant that any transcriber effect was 

constant. I was able to familiarise myself with the data and correct any 
mistranscriptions such as place names or names of particular computer 

software. Finally, confidentiality of interview data was strongly emphasised as 
was the identity of each interviewee or anyone else discussed during the 
course of the interview and who could possibly be identified.

6.6 Data Analysis

Whilst early theoretical discussions in this study have facilitated a ‘feel for the 

game’, it is through their application that these propositions are brought to 

life. The analytical approach which has directed the remainder of this thesis 

has some of the hallmarks of grounded theory.

1191 was able to choose my typist, initially on a trial basis to ascertain the quality of interview 
transcripts.
120 For example, in terms of layout, distinguishing between the interviewer and interviewee 
and so on.
121 Turnover of transcripts were initially slow, however once the first few were completed, and 
I confirmed I was happy with the quality, this improved significantly. As I submitted one 
interview tape, I was able to receive completed interview transcripts.
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The utilisation of ‘multiple perspectives’ incorporating young (dis)abled 

people, non-governmental organisations, policymakers and third-level 

educational institutions have been invaluable in allowing me to explore in 

some depth, the ways in which the experiences of young (dis)abled people 

both converge and diverge from those who claim to meet their needs. 

Moreover, the utilisation of multiple perspectives has enabled me to illustrate 

the ways in which educational practices, in a Bourdieudian context, have 

been mediated by the habitus, the field and the accumulation of presupposed 

forms of capital. My analysis of the interview data is grounded in the 

Bourdieudian dictum that cultural resources, processes and institutions locate 

and maintain individuals and groups within self-perpetuating social 

hierarchies of domination. More specifically, that cultural resources, 

processes and institutions in the field of learning have perpetuated the 
difficulties experienced by young (dis)abled people in progressing, both to 
and within third-level education, in contrast to their non-(dis)abled peers.

The exact form and direction of this analytical framework has been further 

reliant upon ‘deep’ forms of data analysis. A grounded theory approach 

consists of “systematic inductive guidelines for collecting and analysing data 
to build middle range theoretical frameworks that explain the collected data” 

(Charmaz 1998: 509). What grounded theory is and what principles it 
adheres to has been heavily debated. Approaches to grounded theory have 

ranged from a traditionally positivist orientation (Glaser 1978; Strauss and 

Corbin 1990) to more recent constructivist approaches (Charmaz 1993; Guba 
and Lincoln 1994). Put simply, the role of grounded theory is to generate a 

theory that is grounded in data. In reality, this is much more complex. Data 

undergoes a series of coding stages until a more abstract theory is 

developed. This occurs alongside memoing which allows researchers to 

develop and elaborate ideas. The systematic process inherent to grounded 

theory analysis maintains focus and prevents the researcher being swamped 
in an excess of data. To facilitate this process, I decided to adopt Atlas, the 

qualitative computer package, given the inherent advantages of speed and 

effectiveness in terms of data management and retrieval (Richards and 
Richards 1998; Seale 2000). This proved to be significant in allowing me to
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get to grips with the data and the ease which I was able to consistently break 

the data down into more manageable units. A content analysis of data 

assisted me in both initial coding and indexing, and in identifying key events, 

perceptions and understandings. This was followed by a system of ‘open 

coding’ which involved searching for patterns and relationships in the data 

and looking for regularities or contrasts. The patterns and relationships found 

are those which shape the remainder of this thesis.

6.7 Conclusion

The epistemological framework presented in this and in previous chapters 

has had particular implications for my research strategy. I argue that the 
mutual inextricability of theory and method as discussed in this chapter has 
succeeded in generating a sociology for (dis)abled people within the confines 

of this thesis. In so doing, this research study has positively contributed to 
scholarly endeavours in the (dis)ability studies field and sociology more 

generally. The three empirical chapters that follow explore the findings that 
emerged from the study, and consider their implications for policy and 

practice.
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Chapter Seven - Making Connections: Educational 
Expectations, Aspirations and Practices 

in the Formative Years

7.0 Introduction

The decision of whether or not to proceed to third-level education, and the 

perceived ‘ability’ to do so, has its foundations in the formative years of the 

lifecycle. The transference of normative measures of childhood development 

to (dis)abled children has had profound implications for shaping and 
inculcating discourses of ‘normality’ and difference (Priestley 2003). Positive 

or negative expectations from parents, schools and society more generally, 
along with practices of administrative and locational segregation, or inclusion 
in mainstream schools, interact to inculcate in young (dis)abled people’s 
habitus of (dis)ability, understandings and ways of ‘being’ and ‘doing’. It is the 
interaction between expectations, aspirations and objective chances 

(Bourdieu 1977, 1984, 2000) in pre-16 educational settings and their 

consequences for investment in third-level education, which has emerged as 
a recurring theme, and to which this first empirical chapter is devoted.

This chapter explores the range of processes and practices across pre-16 

education settings which have constrained or enabled young (dis)abled 

people to invest in third-level education. The routinisation of social action and 

the prevalence of complex forms of discrimination are discussed. This aim is 

however, grounded in an awareness that discourses connected with 

(dis)ability, and with gender, class, religion and so on are not easily isolated. 

This chapter argues that existing practices across pre-16 settings negate the 

extent to which conceptualisations of ‘ability’ are positively correlated with 
linguistic and cultural familiarity. Moreover, that those skills which are 

perceived as ‘meritorious’ and necessary for legitimate access to third-level 

do not extend beyond proficiency of naturalised forms of expression.
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7.1 ‘Blaming the Victim’: Individualising Under-Participation and 

Provision in Third-Level

I begin this chapter by exploring contentions among stakeholders that the 

under-participation and under-achievement of young (dis)abled people 

across third-level education is rooted in low expectations, low aspirations and 

a lack of encouragement from within the family throughout the formative 

years. This discussion pre-empts the remainder of the chapter which makes 

observable those practices of power and privilege, hidden contradictions and 

the hitherto unchallenged ability binary upon which practices are based.

The impact of low expectations and low aspirations upon levels of investment 

in third-level education was a recurring theme across non-governmental 
organisations, policymakers and third-level institutions. There was a lack of 

consensus across the board however, on the source of these low 
expectations and aspirations. The shared conclusion across most, but not all, 
stakeholders that it was by and large the responsibility of the family and 

young (dis)abled people to harness ‘imagined possibilities’ can be 
understood as a form of ‘victim blaming’ (Ryan 1976). Cloaked in kindness 
and concern, the process of ‘victim blaming’ is “obscured by a perfumed 

haze of humanitarianism” (Ryan 1976: 6). While third-level institutions 

generally ‘blamed’ pre-16 education settings for expecting too little of young 

(dis)abled people, pre-16 policymakers attributed greater responsibility to 

familial discourses and the individual. Non-governmental institutions adopted 

a more balanced, albeit conditional, approach between the two.

Locating ‘blame’: Third-Level Institutions

Third-level institutions viewed low expectations during the early years as a 

key factor in the under-participation of young (dis)abled people in university 

or college. A (dis)ability officer from University A felt that despite the level of 

support they provided, it was schools who were not encouraging young 
people to progress to third-level. The (dis)ability officer cited a recent 

example:
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We had a very good response to the Open morning that we had and 
I would like to do that again next year. We had a good positive 
response ...and even people at the end were saying ‘oh I have a 
young fella who is .... blind but I told him he couldn’t come to 
[University] but now I will go back and think that he could.’ You see
Careers teachers are still quite negative about it......there is still that
misconception out there that we can’t support them or ‘you wouldn’t 
want a student who is blind or deaf. ((Dis)ability Services - 
University A)

Such expectations are indicative of doxic ideas that ‘ability’ and merit can 
only be located in the minds and bodies of the non-(dis)abled majority. 

University B suggested that under-participation resulted from:

[L]ow self-expectation but maybe also low expectations that the 
university can respond positively to their disability. Now, that may 
be as a result of their experience of education up to that point. I 
don’t know. (Senior Management - University B)

That priority is accorded to low self-expectation is expressive of subtle 

processes wherein "We cannot comfortably believe that we are the cause of 
that which is problematic to us; therefore we are almost compelled to believe 
that they, the problematic ones, are the cause...”(Ryan 1976: 13).

Locating ‘blame’: Non-Governmental Organisations

Respondents in the non-governmental sector generally recognised the 
negative and self-perpetuating impact of low expectations. For example:

Often society transfers the expectation. [Society] lowerfs] [the] self
esteem of the young person not to be able to achieve at an 
academic level and not to be able to compete at an academic level. 
And that’s a difficult thing to overcome because you have to educate 
the parents and the teachers to think of their child as good as, not 
better than anybody. And that [the child] should be given every 
opportunity and every encouragement... to confront the difficulties 
that they will face but that... process isn’t happening. [I]t starts with 
[the] family and assistance of educationalists and so on who really 
transfer their own low expectations of anyone with any form of 
disability or any communication difficulties. So I think that’s a cycle 
and you have to break that cycle. (NGO 1a)
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Breaking this cycle was, however, conditional upon school location. The 

circumstances surrounding one local ‘special’ school, catering solely for 

visually and hearing impaired young people was perceived to constitute 

exception to this rule. The pupils attending this school were deemed to be 

lacking in academic ability, thus lower expectations in this setting were 

seemingly justifiable:

I know we keep talking about [school] but to be fair their kids are the 
less academically able kids that they are dealing with so no matter 
what [school] do, those kids are not able, some of them have mild 
learning difficulties and stuff and they won’t be able to get A-levels to 
go on so that would be hard for [school] (NG01 a)

A school like [school] is getting the less able children, which is very, 
very hard as well. (NG02a)

It is, the former interviewee suggests, ‘not fair’to unduly criticise the school 

in question, however the same degree of fairness is not applied to the young 
people attending this school. There seems to be a suggestion that in some 

cases it is not low expectations in school settings that is the problem but the 
innate academic ability of the young people themselves and their ’failure’ to 

conform to the legitimised ability binary. That the young people I spoke to 

who previously attended this school, such as Kayleigh, David, Adam, Rufus 
and Sophie, have struggled to get to where they want to be, because of 
school practices and levels of expectation therein rather than academic 

ability, indicates the extent to which the objective regularities associated with 
a (dis)abled position are continually reinforced by educational institutions 
rather than challenged.122

Locating ‘blame’: Policymakers

The transfer of ‘blame’ or responsibility for the source of low expectations 

from the objective structures of educational institutions to the young person 

and their family, whose role it was to encourage young people to aspire to 
third-level education, was recurring across stakeholder interviews, not least

122 The experiences of Kayleigh, David, Adam, Rufus and Sophie will be discussed 
throughout the remaining chapters.
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among policymakers. One policymaker for example, stated:

Parents I think are terribly important because if parents view the 
child’s opportunities as limited and limiting well then the child like 
wise will view them as limited and limiting, that’s not what we need - 
anything but. (Policymaker - Pre-16 Education)

While the influence of familial discourses must not be underestimated, to 
attribute levels of under-achievement and under-participation solely to 

familial discourses negates the role of objective structures and educational 
institutions in inculcating a ‘sense of limits’ or ‘feel for the game’ within young 

people’s habitus of (dis)ability. In other words, such a narrow focus fails to 

consider the dialectical relationship that prevails. The individualisation of 

(dis)ability and one’s associated chances of success was highlighted by 

another interviewee who stated:

I think the thing that holds many young people with disabilities and 
deaf people from third-level education is a sense that they have 
actually lowered their horizons, they have limited their ambitions 
whereas what should be happening is they should be being 
acidulously encouraged, promoted, reminded of what’s on offer, 
what’s on opportunity for them (Policymaker - Pre-16 Education 
2)(emphasis added)

While this interviewee recognises the need for young people to be 
encouraged and made aware of the opportunities available, that is, the need 

to accumulate cultural capital, he also appears to be articulating an 
individualised discourse wherein the limited aspirations are perceived to be 

self-inflicted and self-perpetuating. Moreover, he suggests that young people 

need to be ‘reminded’ of what opportunities are available. However, this 

negates the processes of familiarity through which the potentialities of capital 

are facilitated. Only one policymaker recognised the way in which familial 

discourses can be heavily influenced by biomedical understandings of 

(dis)ability as presented by ‘professionals’ and ‘(dis)ability experts’:

The parents would have had great respect for doctors and people in 
the medical profession and therefore would have taken the medical
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model approach view to their children without wanting to. 
(Policymaker - Equality 1)

It is interesting to note that the latter view was presented by someone with a 

(dis)ability who could thus be perceived as occupying a ‘dual’ or ‘insider’ role. 

This was in contrast to the non-(dis)abled policymakers in my study who 

failed to effectively understand and distinguish between medical and social 
models of (dis)ability.

While early forms of socialisation played a key role in instilling positive 

aspirations within young people’s habitus of (dis)ability, the extent to which 
young people were able to fully realise these was very much dependent 
upon educational discourses and settings, that is, upon immanent structures 

across the field of learning. For example, those attending mainstream 
education largely progressed directly to higher education. This was in 
contrast to those educated in ‘special’ schools who struggled to get to where 

they wanted to be. Indeed, those responsible for developing policy at pre and 

post-16 were unclear as to the level of expectation or inequalities present 
within the school system. One pre-16 policymaker claimed not to know 

whether young (dis)abled people were being effectively encouraged in 
schools:

Bronagh: Do you think schools and teachers are encouraging young 
people to go onto post-sixteen education?

Interviewee: It’s difficult for me to say because I am not in a school.
You would need to talk to someone on the [Education] Board. I 
would like to think that they do [encourage]. It’s difficult for me to 
say. (Policymaker - Pre-16 Education 1)

Yet later in the interview, the same person stated:

I think there are gaps [in knowledge] and we are reliant on the 
information that we get....[that] the schools give to the [Education] 
Boards and the Boards give to us because we have to make the 
right policy decision so it is important that we do know what’s 
happening so we make the right policies and you don’t make them in
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a vacuum. (Policymaker - Pre-16 Education 1)

The expectations presented by policymakers in particular, on the ‘ability’ of 

young (dis)abled people, continue to be grounded in the view that (dis)abled 

people are ‘othered’ beings with less than normal capability. In this sense, 

expectations for young (dis)abled people becomes relative to their ‘ability’ to 

adapt and slot into a society constructed by and for a societal majority, that 

is, the degree to which the young person conforms to the ever-present ability 
binary.

These findings cannot be considered in isolation. An effective analysis of 

Bourdieudian practice must consider the interrelationship between the 
habitus of (dis)ability, forms of capital and objective structures across the 
field of learning. In other words we must uncover those dialectical processes 

and practices through which the seeds of imagined possibilities have 
blossomed or withered. Analysis of my interview data suggests that the 
reasons for the under-participation of young (dis)abled people in third-level 

are more complex than acknowledged by stakeholders.

7.2 The Seeds of Imagined Possibilities

In this section, I discuss the role of familial discourses in shaping young 
people’s habitus of (dis)ability, educational placement, and the ways in which 

the initial positioning of young (dis)abled people across the field of learning, 

and society more generally, have been maintained or enhanced by familial 

capital. That is, I explore those factors which have shaped the ‘imagined 

possibilities’ or ‘performative visions’ (Bourdieu 2000) of the young people in 
my study.

Familial discourses of encouragement and expectation were important for all 

young people in my study and contributed, in part, to the development of 

imagined possibilities, not least in relation to the attractiveness of third-level 

education. As the outcome of ‘an individual history, the formative experiences 

of earliest infancy, [and] of the whole collective history of family and class’
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(Bourdieu 1990a: 91), the habitus of (dis)ability incorporates largely 

unconscious ideas of one’s chances of success.123 Practices do not emanate 

solely from the habitus of (dis)ability but from the inter-relationship between 

the habitus, forms of capital and objective structures across the field of 

learning.124 It was clear that the difficulties the young people in my study 

experienced in progressing to third-level education emanated more from 

routine regimes of social action (Cassin 2006) and complex forms of 

discrimination (McLaughlin et al 2006), than from practices of direct 

discrimination.

The Dilemma of School Location

For parents of a young child without a (dis)ability, decisions of school 

placement are made relatively easily. For parents of a child who has a 

hearing or visual impairment, school placement becomes a dilemma and one 

which has to be explicitly thought out (Gregory and Knight 1998).125 

Decisions of school location are rarely made in isolation. Biomedical and 

social welfare conceptualisations of (dis)ability and practices of diagnosis 

often encourage varying degrees of parental dependency upon legitimised 

‘professional’ discourses within the field of learning. The dilemma of school 

location across primary and secondary level was evident throughout my 

study as was the role of welfare professionals in reinforcing the socially 

constructed ability/(dis)ability binary.126 The decisions made by parents on 

whether to send their child to a mainstream or special school, can be 

interpreted in part as embodied forms of expectation for their son or daughter 

and the desire to give him or her, the ‘best start in life’. Underpinning these 

decisions and related educational practices, however, are processes of 

misrecognition and doxic ideas of where ability and merit are considered to 

reside.

123 See Chapter 3, section 3.7.
124 See Chapter 3, section 3.7 and Chapter 4, section 4.2.
125 See Appendix A for further detail.
126 The schools attended by the young people in my research can be differentiated between 
two types. 50% (n=10) of the young people I spoke to had attended mainstream education in 
Northern Ireland, while 50% (n=10) had attended ‘special’ school in Northern Ireland, 
England or the Republic of Ireland.
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Decisions of school placement, that is, of whether to send their child to a 
mainstream or ‘special’ school, did not always correlate with the severity of 

impairment. Instead, school location appeared to be heavily influenced by the 
habitus of (dis)ability, assumptions of familiarity inherent within the cultural 

arbitrary, and parental holdings (or lack thereof) of various forms of capital; 
cultural capital in particular. Cheryl, a blind student attending University A, 

described how she was able to attend a mainstream school, only because 

her mother was a teacher. As the only blind child in the family, Cheryl’s 

parents had initial concerns about the ‘best’ school placement and 

considered, on the advice of social services, of sending her to a ‘special 

school’ in Dublin. However, this was subsequently felt to be unnecessary:

I always went to a mainstream school because my mother is a 
teacher so it made it a bit easier. Then I made lots of friends there. 
They had planned that I would go to a school in Dublin but 
because everything worked out okay at home I just always stayed
in mainstream school.... [and] because primary school worked out
well they never thought of sending me to secondary school in 
Dublin. I was just going to where all my friends were going. I think 
by [secondary school] they weren’t really worried about me 
because they knew primary school was okay and that my friends 
and people where there to help me. But then they always made 
sure that I was doing the same as everyone else. They always 
checked that I had everything. You can imagine if your mother is a 
teacher she is checking your homework all the time and telling you 
to study. It was worth it in the end but at the time it was really very 
annoying. Another advantage I had was my Aunt was an Art 
Teacher there. The first year [I] started [secondary school] the 
Principal changed and he is my friend’s dad. So he knew me as 
well. So maybe that was a bit easier. (Cheryl)

Possession by Cheryl’s mother of cultural capital in the form of educational 

qualifications proved to be advantageous in enhancing Cheryl’s 

disadvantaged position in the social hierarchy. The potential for Cheryl to 

improve her initial positioning was also assisted by forms of social capital in 

and around the family. That the principal was a friend of her father and ‘knew’ 
her implies acceptance or recognition that Cheryl’s visual impairment was not 

indicative of her academic ability. This was in contrast to the experiences of 

young people such as Patrick and Stephen, both sign language users, whose 

parents had little or no knowledge of what was available for their deaf child.
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Both Patrick and Stephen’s parents lacked cultural and social capital. They 
did not have access to any substantive information and assumed that their 

children would have to attend a school with other deaf children like those who 
lived nearby. As a result, both families sent Patrick and Stephen to a partially 

hearing unit which was oral:

Bronagh: Whose decision was it that you went to the partially 
hearing unit?

Patrick: [My] parents. But my parents didn’t know anything about 
deafness. So they just thought they would try the partially hearing 
unit out but it didn’t work. My parents never had any contact with 
the deaf world. I was their first experience of coming across 
someone who was deaf so they didn’t know what to expect I think. 
They did try and get some information about deaf schools and they 
did try and make contact with other parents with children who were 
deaf. So they found another family with a deaf child who lived in 
the same sort of road that I did and asked that family where they 
sent their child to school. So really they just chose [PHU] because 
that is where the other family sent their child. I think in one way 
they were happy because they wanted me to improve my speech 
and lip reading. And I suppose with communication it was all right, 
they thought I was learning something, which is all they 
expected. 7

At this early stage, Patrick’s parents did not really know what to expect of 

their child and had relatively low expectations which focused on improving 

Patrick’s oral communication skills. As a result, both Patrick and Stephen felt 
under pressure to conform to oralist discourses which dominated the school 

curriculum even though “I didn’t understand what was going on and I wasn’t 

communicating with anybody at all” (Stephen). It was not until they both 

began secondary school in England that they were exposed to sign 

language. For Patrick, this meant he was finally able to “relax and be my own 

self”. These practices of school placement are also illustrative of the ‘double 

effect’ that can emanate from the complex interrelationship between 

(dis)ability and social class and the reduced forms of cultural capital that 
result.

127 See Appendix A for a description of partially hearing units.
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The Symbolic Effects of School Location

Parental decisions surrounding school placement derived from an 

unconscious desire to maximise outcomes for their children by ‘making the 

most’ of a disadvantaged situation. In other words, parents sought to orient 

practices of school location towards ‘the maximisation of symbolic profit’ 

(Bourdieu 1980), not least in relation to third-level education. The school 

placement and educational outcomes understood to offer maximal levels of 

symbolic capital were those readily available to non-(dis)abled young people 
and wherein doxic ideas of ability and merit were located. Attending 

mainstream school rather than ‘special’ school placed the young people in 
my research in an enhanced position when it came to investing in third-level 
education.128 The less than positive distinction between mainstream and 

‘special’ schools by both young people and stakeholders, highlights the role 
of education as an ‘institutional classifier’ (Bourdieu 1984) based on forms of 
inclusion and exclusion. Young people who had attended ‘special’ school 

were perceived as ‘less capable’ and less ‘able’ by some policymakers:

A child coming out of a special school would not be academically 
capable of doing a further education course. To me that’s not 
stigmatising anybody in particular, because there are plenty of 
people coming out of school who are not academically capable of 
actually going to do a further or higher education course. 
(Policymaker - Post-16 Education)

The suggestion that academic ability and meritorious skills are inevitably 

located outside of those attending ‘special’ school negates the extent to 

which the twin concepts of ability and merit are socially constructed. The 

ways in which the ability binary contributes to hiding enduring processes and 

practices of social exclusion through institutional and systemic discrimination 

are also ignored. The legitimised distinction between mainstream and 

‘special’ schools in the field of learning pushes parents to locate their child, 
where possible, on the ‘good’ side of the ability binary by sending them to

128 Of the ten young people attending higher education, seven had previously attended 
mainstream school. This is in contrast to the ten young people in further education whereby 
seven young people had previously attended ‘special’ school.

151



mainstream school.

The unconscious submission of parents to doxic ideas of merit and ability, 
and to legitimised discourses of welfare professionals, was clear throughout 

my study. It was also clear that this ‘submission’ did not occur without varying 

degrees of resistance. David’s experience illustrates the impact of involuntary 

categorisation:

I was sent [to special school] when I was about three or four years 
of age. [This decision] was basically down to my parents not being 
given correct information from Social Services at the time....[My 
parents] were devastated... especially when they went up to visit 
the school themselves. I know from my mother’s viewpoint she’s 
looking at me, her son, of two or three years of age... at the time a 
normal kid out playing with his mates all day then he goes to 
school and the kids hate him, doing all sorts of madness [ and my 
mother is] asking herself why is my son going there... I can say it 
was very stressful for them because it’s very straight in my 
situation. They didn’t find out until later on that I had a visual 
impairment so they were trying to deal with both things that would 
have been very emotional to them, not only being told that your 
son can’t go to a regular school then when you’re shown where 
your son’s going to, and they just run around and there’s no social 
skills at all and you’re being told this school is just for people who 
have visual impairments and hearing impairments. (David)

For David’s parents, the shock of finding out their son had a visual 

impairment was compounded when they found out that David would not be 
able to go to a ‘regular school’. The medicalisation of David’s (dis)ability 

meant that he became involuntarily repositioned and ‘denormalised’. David’s 

frustration and anger at the pressure his parents had been put under was 

evident and he does not agree with the concept of segregated education. 

The legitimation of ‘special’ education was reinforced by social services on 

the grounds of their perceived ‘mastery of the game’ (Bourdieu 2000). By 

expressing familiarity with the social world and educational institutions, 

welfare professionals are able to unconsciously facilitate the internalisation of 
life chances in the field of learning within young people’s habitus of 

(dis)ability. This manifestation of symbolic violence via symbolic channels of 

classification, cognition and communication (Bourdieu 2000: 1/2) is
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continually reinforced and is itself a consequence of the social relations of 

power.

Experiences like these were common throughout the study. It was clear that 

the ‘immanent structures of the game’ (Bourdieu 1977, 2000), that is, of the 

field of learning, became internalised in young people’s habitus and led 

young people to act dispositionally to the opportunities and constraints 
presented to them thus far. Helen told me:

Before I went into P1 they [social workers] wanted me to go into a 
special school for deaf people and mummy and daddy said ‘No’. I 
was going into in primary school like everybody else. I think that is 
what helped me [get to university]. It hasn’t really hindered me at 
all. I was still going and doing everything that everybody else 
done...They were going to put me in with other hearing loss people 
but I just wanted to go into a normal school with everybody else. It 
worked out ok...(Helen)

She continued:

I think that if they were to put me into a school with other deaf 
people it would hinder you more [in getting to university]. They 
wanted to put me there but I am so glad they didn’t....but it depends 
on how deaf you are though. I think it is far better for you to lead a 
normal life. If you are put in there [to deaf school] you are kind of 
restricted. They [deaf school] wouldn’t let you be as independent or 
I think you might not even get to university because they might think 
this person is so deaf that they can’t let you go. (Helen)

Helen associated going to mainstream school as giving her the chance to 
have a ‘normal life’ which, in Helen’s view, those who attended a specialist 

school for deaf people did not have. The ‘expert’ advice given by social 

services was resisted by Helen’s parents. These early experiences and 

perceptions of mainstream and special education became internalised within 

Helen’s habitus of (dis)ability, and she perceived mainstream education as 

giving her the opportunity to ‘be like everyone else’, that is, like the non- 

(dis)abled majority. Mainstream education and familial support ultimately 
enabled Helen to invest in third-level education:

I suppose my family help[ed] [me]. They sa[id] you are doing
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brilliantly in school, go and make something of yourself and go and 
do a degree. I am the first child [in the family] to go to university as 
well so I wanted to achieve something and better myself. And most 
people would say it is a credit to you the fact that you have a hearing 
loss and you are at university. So you like to say that too and that it 
hasn’t let it stop you doing what everybody else can do. (Helen)

A similar perspective was asserted by Lauren who turned down the 

opportunity to attend a grammar school for deaf people in England:

It sounds really horrible, but I didn’t want to just have a school with 
all deaf people... I wanted to have the normal friends and get into 
their routine. I just felt if I went away I would have felt too different. 
(Lauren)

Decisions of school location represent an ongoing cultural ‘battle’ between 

what is perceived as ‘normal’ and ‘special’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ and their 

symbolic effects. By choosing one over the other, the parents of the young 

people in my research unconsciously reproduced educational inequalities 

and binaries through processes of ‘misrecognition’ (Bourdieu 1977, 1984, 

2000) thus setting the scene for further differentiation between the 

expectations, aspirations and life chances of those attending mainstream and 

‘special’ education. The manufacture and perpetuation of inclusive/exclusive 

dichotomies emerge as a form of ‘subtle control’ and oppression (Corker 

1998) by attributing greater value to one side of the dichotomy over the other; 

that is, by attributing greater value to mainstream forms of education as 

representative of a meritorious non-(dis)abled society.129 Chances of success 

are thus deemed to be greater for those who enter the non-(dis)abled

129 This desire to ‘fit in’ and attend schools based on their perceived ‘normality’ resonates 
with the findings of Kenny et al (2003) who found that the young (dis)abled people in their 
study did not want to be categorised as ‘disabled’ by attending a ‘special’ school, thus 
highlighting the struggle some young people experience in their attempt to adhere to 
discourses or ‘normality’ and ‘ability’ rather than (dis)ability. Entry into this subfield of 
mainstream education however, does not occur seamlessly. The experiences of the young 
people in my study as highlighted through Helen and Lauren suggests that by entering 
mainstream education, young people attempt to ‘normalise’ themselves or distance 
themselves from the (dis)abled category to which they have been involuntarily ascribed. As 
Sutherland (1981) has argued, acceptance becomes easier the more one conforms to the 
norm of the societal majority.
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subfield of mainstream education.130

We are not taking her because of her eyes’: Katie’s Experience

While only the tip of an ever-freezing iceberg, practices of direct 

discrimination continue to exist in the face of recent anti-discriminatory 

legislation. It was evident from young people’s narratives that some 
mainstream schools had actively sought to maintain those prevailing 

structures acting in the interest of a dominant non-(dis)abled society by 
reinforcing the “unconditional submission of the dominated to the established 

order that is implied in the doxic relation to the world” (Bourdieu 2000: 231). 

This makes it difficult for young (dis)abled people to accumulate the cultural 
capital that is deemed necessary for entry into third-level education. Katie’s 

experience is one such example.

Katie, a visually impaired student, had attended a mainstream primary school 
despite advice to her parents from ‘experts’ that she should attend a ‘special 

school’:

I went to a normal state school but basically from day one the 
education board wanted me to go to what is classed as a ‘special 
school’...! don’t know why, but my mum refused. So from day one 
until after P4 [I would be staying in mainstream school] then I would 
be going [to special school]. You had to keep proving yourself so 
you could stay. (Katie)

During primary school, Katie felt that she was in effect an ‘honorary’ pupil 

who should have been at special school. Having proved herself, that is, 

having demonstrated that she could conform to legitimised expressions of 

‘ability’, Katie was finally given permission to stay in a mainstream 

environment in Primary Five and proceeded to do the eleven plus exam. She 

continued:

130 This can be related to Bourdieu’s argument that each field and subfield(s) are inscribed 
with particular possibilities and impossibilities (Bourdieu 2000), access to which is influenced 
by the habitus.
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Katie: I wasn’t allowed to get [extra time] for my eleven plus so 
basically I only got about half of [the] papers done. Everybody 
thought I would get an A in my eleven plus but I didn’t even get half 
of my paper done and I ended up getting a D. So there was a whole 
fight over that and ... the education board wanted a psychological 
thing done on [my] reading and [my] writing and all this sort of stuff.

Bronagh: Did you get your mark re-graded?

Katie: Well I tried to but it wasn’t changed. Although from the
other tests that were carried out through the education board, they 
had that psychological thing, they basically said that my reading and 
writing and memory skills - I have the letter in the house, and it 
basically says that I am ahead [of the average reading age], I was 
at the average of a fourteen at that point and I was only eleven. So 
they had said I would have got my A if I had [have] had my extra
time because I only done half of the papers..... They just said no
[the mark would not be upgraded to an A]

Katie had applied to go to grammar school on the basis that she would do 
well in her eleven plus. However, despite acknowledgement from the 
education board that Katie should have had extra time, the principal of the 
grammar school refused to admit her. Katie recalls:

Basically [the principal] said to [parents] that he had taken the point 
matter from the break-up of the psychological assessment and he 
said it looked like she would have got an A but we are not taking her 
because of her eyes. (Katie)

This is a clear case of direct discrimination on the grounds of (dis)ability. The 

absence of non-discrimination legislation relating to education at this time 

meant that no case could be taken. The use of psychological testing in cases 

like Katie’s, signifies the way in which (dis)ability remains individualised in 

contemporary society. Such normative measures reinforce the extent to 

which young (dis)abled people are perceived to fall below normalised 
conceptualisations of ‘ability’. The experience was devastating for both Katie 

and her parents and instilled within Katie’s habitus of (dis)ability a desire to 

‘prove’ to other people that her impairment was not a measure of her ability, 

that is, Katie wished to challenge the ability binary: “My feeling was always 
that the more you can prove yourself academically that [i]s the only way you
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are more likely to ever get a job.... In my mind [(dis)abled people] always 
seem to have to prove [themselves] more than anybody else.” Even though 

the principal acknowledged that Katie would have got an A grade had she 

been given extra time, he was not prepared to dissociate ability from 

(dis)ability. The principal’s unwillingness to accept Katie is a clear example of 
the ways in which the education system has continued to perpetuate rather 

than effectively challenge the educational inequalities experienced by 
(dis)abled people.131 Thus the assertion that young people are able to 

‘cobble together’ and choose their own biography (Beck 1992) is at odds with 

the experiences of the young people in my study.

7.3 The Role of Pedagogic Practices

The journey from ability to (dis)ability was exacerbated by a range of 

pedagogic practices across primary and secondary educational settings. 
These pedagogic practices can be understood as complex forms of 

discrimination. Having explored the seeds of imagined possibilities, I will now 
explore these pedagogic practices in more detail.

The pedagogic practices that emerged as most discriminatory for the young 
people in my study were those embedded in particular forms of linguistic 

capital. This emerged strongly across my study and those young people who 

were not proficient in either written or spoken English were deemed to be 

lacking in intelligence and ability. Young people’s educational abilities 

therefore, are primarily based upon and hindered by linguistic forms of 
expression rather than an understanding of the subject per se. The 

assumption that subject matter can only be effectively understood through 

legitimised forms of expression made it difficult for the young people in my 

study to accumulate forms of cultural capital deemed necessary for third- 
level investment.

131 While SENDO (Nl) (2005) now prohibits such forms of direct discrimination, its 
effectiveness in doing so remains to be seen. See Chapter 9 for further discussion.
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The Hierarchy of Communication

The prevalence of complex forms of discrimination was particularly evident in 

the experiences of young people with hearing impairments in my study. This 

manifested itself in the amount of time dedicated, in both mainstream and 

‘special’ school, to the development of the spoken language. The practice of 

speech therapy, particularly in the early experiences of young people, 
illustrates the extent to which (dis)ability remains medicalised within cultures 

and structures, and understood as a deviation from the ‘norm’. There were 
many examples in my study of how young people felt frustrated by the 

amount of time spent in class perfecting patterns of speech. Stephen 

described his experience at a Partially Hearing Unit:

[School] was an oral method of communication; they didn’t use any
sign language at all. We had speech therapy all the time......we
only had the very easiest words that we could lip read easily to be 
honest. It is hard to remember now because I was quite small. 
Everything was very slow. It was all very gentle, ‘hello, how are 
you?’ Nothing very fast, ve-ry, ve-ry sl-ow....That was... boring. 
Really, really boring because they repeated the same words over 
and over again. (Stephen)

Stephen described how teaching focused on linguistic development rather 
than in-depth understanding of any particular subject. Stephen also recalled 

how, because “we didn’t really understand what they were saying half of the 

time... we mucked around a lot of the time in class”. This reaction can be 

understood as a form of resistance on Stephen’s part to the infantilisation 

and individualisation of (dis)ability. Practices of normalisation further act to 

reproduce the ‘tyranny of ‘normal’ child development’ (Priestley 2003: 64). 

Utilisation of cognitive norms and measures are indicative of the primacy 

accorded to ‘natural’ forms of expression. Kayleigh’s experience was similar:

I remember one morning going in and saying something the wrong 
way. I didn’t know how to pronounce [a word] and the teacher 
brought me in and made me sit down in from of the mirrors and 
made me repeat everything and repeat it all and worked on my voice 
until I said this one word properly. And the amount of time that they
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put into our speech was unbelievable and I found that frustrating. 
So I felt that my education suffered because all they were interested
in was my speech and not my education....... I had friends the same
age as me, you know, we were about five, who were doing lots of 
work and moving on and I was being given...baby stuff and I didn’t 
understand why. The teacher kept saying ‘they can speak better 
than you so they will do more work’. At that time I had to use 
gestures. The teacher wasn’t giving me the work to do because 
they wanted to work on my speech so much. They did all the stuff 
with the head phones and talking into the microphone and some of 
the children understood but some of the children like me just didn’t 
understand what they were saying no matter how many times they 
said it. (Kayleigh)

By emphasising the importance of speech therapy, the education system 

reproduces cultural traditions and reinforces social distinctions between 
‘normal’ and ‘otherised’ forms of expression. That no school in Northern 

Ireland uses a British Sign Language or bilingual approach in the education 
of deaf children despite official recognition of BSL in Northern Ireland in 
2004, is a reflection of the cultural Imperialism (Young 1990) underpinning 
contemporary society.132 The frustration of the young people undergoing 

speech therapy remains unrecognised. As evident in Kayleigh’s experience, 
measures of ability and chances of success become hinged upon the quality 
of speech. In this way, young people like Kayleigh are perceived to lack the 

necessary cultural capital that would effectively enable or legitimise access 

to the field of learning. Experiences such as these, inculcate within the 
habitus of young (dis)abled people the idea that educational achievement 

and ‘ability’ requires proficiency in the spoken word rather than sign 

language, and reinforces the need for deaf people to assimilate rather than 

distance themselves from ‘traditional’ forms of communication. This form of 

oppression further differentiates between those who, with the assistance of 

speech therapy, are able to participate within pedagogic practices, and those 
who are unable to no matter how much speech therapy they are exposed to.

The perceived failure of young deaf people to become proficient in the 

spoken word continues to be understood as resulting from innate capabilities

132 One school uses a ‘total communication’ approach: a combination of finger spelling, 
Signed English, lipreading and speech. See Appendix A for detail.
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rather than an example of complex forms of discrimination. We can relate 
this to Bourdieu’s argument that “...any language that can command 

attention is an ‘authorised’ language’, invested with the authority of a group; 

the things it designates are not simply expressed but also authorised and 

legitimated” (Bourd\eu 1977: 170), and in so doing become objectified. That 

Kayleigh felt those who were able to benefit from speech therapy were 

favoured by teachers signifies acceptance for those who are able to 

effectively distance themselves from alternative forms of expression such as 
sign language.133

While young people like Kayleigh and Stephen were eventually able to 
become proficient in sign language, others such as Kelly who had a less 

severe hearing loss, perceived speech therapy as beneficial:

I learned a lot in primary school. I had speech therapy and language 
therapy every Tuesday and Thursday... It was good for me because 
it helped me to develop my speech...The teachers were really 
aware of [my hearing loss] because [teacher in the PHU in 
secondary school] had a meeting with all the teachers. But during 
fourth year [of secondary school] I had a speech therapist again. I 
don’t know whether they kept her to show that I was deaf or what...? 
There wasn’t anything negative about it, it was all positive. (Kelly)

Kelly perceived speech therapy as enabling her to receive a ‘better standard 

of education’. She received speech therapy again in fourth year of secondary 
school without any apparent explanation, but she did not see this as a 

negative occurrence. This incident resonates with Bourdieu’s argument that 
oppression can emerge through symbolic violence as: “imperceptible and 

invisible even to its victims” and “exerted through symbolic channels of 

cognition and communication” (Bourdleu 2001: 1/2).

133 As Kayleigh was ‘unable’ to effectively utilise speech, she was sent to another school 
when she was eight years old where she would be able to learn sign language. However, 
this meant that she had already lost four years of education and had to struggle to catch up 
with the rest of her classmates. In order to attend this school, she had to board during the 
week as the school was too far from home for her to travel on a daily basis. This meant 
leaving her family and becoming accustomed not only to a new environment but to a new 
language.
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The continued emphasis on normalised discourses of child development in 

Northern Ireland was asserted throughout my interviews with pre-16 

education policymakers. One policymaker spoke of how the numbers of 

trained speech therapists had increased and that more money was being 

invested in this domain to ‘support’ the child:

Speech and Language therapy is an area where we have been 
investing quite a lot of money... its [the Department of] Health’s 
responsibility to train the Speech and language therapists and that’s
been another item on the .... agenda. Because we have come to
them and highlighted [that] this is a big problem, they have been 
training more speech and language therapists and putting a lot more 
money into it and we’ve also been doing different types of speech 
and language therapy type training with teachers and classroom 
assistants. (Policymaker - Pre-16 Education 1)

Measures of ‘ability’ in an educational environment are thus contingent upon 
socially constructed benchmarks of ‘normality’ and medicalised discourses of 
(dis)ability. The narratives of Kayleigh and Stephen among others indicate 

that speech therapy was experienced as a form of control rather than 
support; that is, as an example of complex forms of discrimination.

The Legitimation of ‘Support’

For young people with visual impairments, teaching materials in written 
English was the biggest stumbling block to accumulating cultural capital in 

the form of educational qualifications. Written methods of assessment and 

textbooks were not readily available to the young people in my study both 
within secondary education and in searching for information relating to third- 

level. Cheryl outlined the difficulties she encountered in secondary school:

I always used the braille machine in primary school. All my books 
came in Braille. [In secondary school] they were all still in braille but 
it [wa]s very slow. I would get my books later than anyone else 
because they took so long to braille. So sometimes people would 
have to read things to me when I did have the books or I got a 
scanner so it would scan articles and stuff and the computer would
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read them......it is difficult relying on other people and you can be
left behind everyone else. It is very difficult when using braille 
through school, waiting on books in braille and students shouldn’t 
have to wait that long to get materials when everyone else can get it 
straight away. The braille books are a lot bigger. Just say one of 
your Maths books could be eight braille books, so they would send 
them on as they do them. But by the end of my last year I mightn’t 
have got the very end of some books. So they didn’t all come. 
(Cheryl)

Cheryl’s access to the school curriculum was somewhat haphazard. Her 

reliance on other people to produce the relevant texts in Braille placed Cheryl 

in a position of involuntary dependency. While waiting on the texts to arrive, 

Cheryl had to rely on other people to read out parts of the text. Yet this 
restricted Cheryl’s control over her work and she had to trust that what was 

considered relevant by the reader was the same as she would have chosen 
had she been able to have direct access to the material. Cheryl felt that this 
placed her in a disadvantaged position as there were times when she was 
left behind and had to struggle to catch up. Thus, access to curriculum 

content was controlled by access to normalised forms of linguistic 
expression, that is, upon particular forms of linguistic capital.

The impact of dominant pedagogies upon the accumulation of cultural capital 

must not be underestimated. Katie describes her experience at the beginning 

of her GCSE exams:

My first [GCSE] exam was English Literature. [W]hen you are getting 
it in [en]large[d] paper you have to send off early for the exam
papers....... and basically Macbeth and Lord of the Flies I will
never forget them; I sat down, I knew what I had to do, I had really 
revised for this exam because it was one of my favourite 
subjects...There I was... fine, half an hour into the exam writing 
away and [the invigilator], kept walking up and down and she kept 
walking past me she goes to me ‘Can I see your exam paper?’ She 
walks over and I am thinking what is she doing? She took the exam 
paper and she came back about two minutes later and she goes Tm 
sorry love but you have got the wrong exam paper’. I had been 
sitting doing it for about thirty-five minutes. Apparently it had been 
sent off and there was nobody else in the room or nobody else in my 
school needed an enlarged exam paper for that exam. [0]ne exam 
paper they had to photocopy for one school and they photocopied
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the wrong exam...So I had to restart my whole exam paper again. I 
know I could have got an A but I ended up with a C. I was never so 
mad... If I didn’t have these stupid eyes I would have been able... It 
was quite annoying, [that] they couldn’t get one exam paper for one
school. They had to get it wrong.......That was my first GCSE
exam... and there was probably about thirteen other exams to do 
after that. So I really didn’t want to do any more exams after that 
because you were double checking and saying ‘are you sure this is 
my exam paper?’ (Katie)

That Katie’s GCSE English Literature result directly suffered is a clear 

example of how the education system continues to fail young (dis)abled 

people. The result obtained by Katie failed to reflect the complex forms of 
discrimination she had been subject to, yet remains on her educational 

certificate as an indicator of her academic ability. It is interesting to note that 
while Katie was angry with the exam board, she also directed this anger 

towards herself; ‘If I didn’t have these stupid eyes, I would have been able...’ 
In this way, Katie’s experience becomes internalised as ‘her fault’ and a 

result of her impairment. Katie suggests that if she did not have a visual 
impairment, she would have been able do well. Thus Katie’s habitus of 
(dis)ability conveys to her a ‘sense of place’ or ‘limits’ (Bourdieu 1984). As 
Lodge and Lynch contend, “Not only are [young (dis)abled people’s] values, 
perspectives and lives rendered invisible by the life-worlds of the dominant 

group that permeate cultural and institutional norms; this invisibility causes 

members of oppressed groups to view themselves through the lens of 

supposed ‘normality’. Furthermore, they often internalise the negative 
stereotypes to which their group is subjected.” (Lodge and Lynch 2003: 

18/19)

Tm honestly not sure’

The pre-16 policymakers I spoke to did not appear to grasp the distinction 

between welfarist and social conceptualisations of (dis)ability when 
discussing the support available for young (dis)abled people in schools. 
Conceptualisations of (dis)ability and the support available remain embedded 

in tools of individual adjustment and rehabilitation rather than societal change
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(Oliver 1996). This understanding can be viewed through the following 
comment made by one policymaker:

Bronagh: What kinds of support are available for young people with 
hearing or visual impairments in schools?

I’m honestly not sure and you would really need to speak to 
somebody in the Boards about the level and extent of support really.
I think it can vary. I understand that this can vary from Board to 
Board and with the needs of the child. I think some children will 
have classroom assistants, some children with have a peripatetic 
teacher coming in to support them and then I think it all depends on 
what aids and things the child has in terms of hearing aids and that 
type of thing and what the school provides and who ever else 
provides it. I’m not involved in the day-to-day delivery of that. So 
we are a step removed from the department. I suppose the code of 
practice on the identification and assessment of special educational 
needs would outline the process for which a school has to go 
through and the Board has to go through that involves the parent 
and the child. (Policymaker - Pre-16 Education 1)

That this policymaker does not have a clear knowledge of the services 
provided or available, even though ‘special education’ explicitly lies within 

their remit, is concerning. Legitimised peripatetic forms of ‘support’ not only 
maintain dominant pedagogies, but perpetuate differentiation between 
‘naturalised’ and alternative practices and associated conceptions of ‘ability’. 
The use of terminology such as ‘support’, ‘peripatetic’ and ‘assistance’, 

denotes the disadvantaged hierarchical position of young (dis)abled people. 

Whilst some form of individual support may be required irrespective of 
institutional change, current policy and provision remains excessively 

contingent upon individualised discourses.

7.4 Reconciling Expectations and Aspirations

In light of these pedagogic practices, decisions of whether or not to proceed 

to third-level education can be understood as arising out of the relationship 

between the subjective aspirations and expectations of young (dis)abled 

people, that is, of one’s anticipated chances of success, constitutive of the
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habitus of (dis)ability; and the structure of objective probabilities, constitutive 
of the field of learning. This final section will explore this relationship, building 

on what has already been discussed.

The parameters of what is and what is not possible for the young people in 

my study can be understood as reflecting the regularities of the game in 

which young people compete. Participation in this ‘game’, and reaction to 

the objective regularities inscribed in the game, can be distinguished 

between those young people who attended mainstream school and those 
who attended ‘special’ school.134 In other words, the mainstream education 

system discriminates in favour of those with less severe impairments who 
possess skills designated as ‘meritorious’ and who are ‘able’ to conform to 
the ability binary demonstrated by the non-(dis)abled majority.135

Tiers of Expectation

There is some evidence that young (dis)abled people are subject to ‘tiers of 
expectation’ depending on their possession of, and ability to accumulate and 

convert, various forms of capital. Expectations from teachers of what young 
(dis)abled people should and should not do played an important role for all in 
my study. Where school expectations were positive, decisions to progress to 
third-level education became inculcated as ‘taken for granted’. These 

positive expectations were largely a feature of mainstream education and not 

segregation. Typical comments concerning teacher expectations included:

They expected me to do well. I was treated the same as everyone. 
You can do well if you can work hard. (Kelly)

134 That more (but not all) young people in mainstream schools were able to access the 
higher echelons of third-level education, and were subject to higher expectations from their 
teachers, is not an indication that mainstream education is best or ideal. Rather, this can be 
understood as an example of complex forms of discrimination whereby the mainstream 
education system discriminates in favour of those young people who possess (and are able 
to convert) the right kinds of capital.
135 This is borne by the fact that no sign language users in my study had attended 
mainstream schools due to their lack of linguistic capital, and that those with more severe 
levels of impairment generally attended special school and progressed to further education 
to either repeat GCSE examinations or were encouraged to enrol on low level vocational 
courses.
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It was always like, you know, ‘you have got the brains to do it so you 
should do it. You should do what you want to do’. (Katie)

They all pushed me and told me I had to do Law at college.... I 
think I was just lucky because I always did well in school and I 
always got high grades. I would say the teachers maybe forgot as 
well that I had a hearing problem because I had done well and they 
never really needed to speak to me about anything in school. 
(Helen)

Helen’s experience is interesting as she perceives herself as ‘lucky’. She 

suggests that the teachers did not really see her as ‘different’ because she 

had done well and did not need any additional assistance. This indicates 
that Helen felt she was, in the words of Bourdieu, deviating from the 

collective trajectory of others like her. Helen suggests that had the teachers 

‘remembered’ that she was deaf, she may not have been encouraged to do 
Law at university, however, she was seemingly able to ‘pass’ as someone 
who was not (dis)abled. Helen’s explanation of her ‘deviant trajectory’ 

(Bourdieu 1996) implies that an original sense of limits remains within her 

habitus of (dis)ability, as highlighted by her apparent need to justify her 
decision to do a Law degree. Yet, by being subject to the same objective 
structures as her non-(dis)abled peers, Helen was also exposed to a 

collective habitus where people in her school were generally expected to 
progress to university.

Where school expectations were largely negative, the young people in 
question were able to resist these on some level, seeking to ‘escape the 

collective decline’ of their group (Bourdieu 1984: 111). Lauren attributed her 

ability to invest in third-level education as arising out of a desire to ‘prove 

herself to those teachers who “thought I wasn’t going to go any further than 

school”. In challenging and resisting low expectations, Lauren, like the other 

young people in my study, contributed to ‘re-inventing’ discourses of what it 

means to be ‘(dis)abled’. This desire to prove oneself can be understood as 

part of "the effects of social rise or decline on dispositions or opinion” 

(Bourdieu 1984: 111), that is, the effect of Lauren’s ascribed status and the 

life chances associated with this status on her disposition to act. That
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Lauren’s family had relatively high expectations meant that Lauren’s habitus 
of (dis)ability disposed her to challenge the objective chances that were 

presented to her.

7 think she wants to become a classroom assistant in an Art class’.

The increase in ‘mismatch’ between the hopes and aspirations of young 

people and objective probabilities, and the frustrations that this generated on 

the part of the young person, were particularly evident in the experiences of 

David and Kayleigh. Kayleigh recalled one particular incident during her time 

at special school when she was trying to decide what to do in the future:

There was a careers officer who came in one time and she was 
asking what we would like to do in the future, in jobs and careers 
and that kind of thing. And this woman said [to students] ‘that would 
be good if you get a wee job in an office somewhere’ and then they 
went to somebody else and she would say 'that’s great, a wee job in 
an office or joinery would be great for you’. And then she went 
round to somebody else and they wanted to work in painting and 
decorating and she would say ‘that’s a great wee job for you as 
well’. And I was sitting there thinking, hang on there these 
expectations are not real. Then it got round to me and I said to her ‘I 
would like to be an Art teacher’. And the careers officer looked at 
me and said ‘oh really?’ and looked away and broke eye contact 
with me. And she said ‘oh dear no, I think maybe what you would 
like to do is something else. I think she wants to become a 
classroom assistant in an Art class’. And I said ‘no that is not what I 
said. I want to become an Art teacher. I want to graduate as an Art 
teacher’. So she then flustered a wee bit and then the bell rang and 
everybody went out and she said ‘now the rest of you that is great, 
you have some really good ideas and we will get some work 
experience sorted out for you’. And I sat there, and there were a 
couple of other teachers in the room at the time and the careers 
officer was there and they said they wanted to talk to me in private. 
So one of the teachers brought me out and said ‘Kayleigh, are you 
seriously saying that you want to become an Art teacher, don’t make 
me laugh, are you honestly saying you want to become a graduate? 
I have to let you know that it is very hard work Kayleigh, you know, 
there is no chance that you could possible go through university and 
get anything like that. You will have to work in a deaf organisation. 
How would you possibly communicate with all those people in a 
university? I am sorry Kayleigh you will not do it. I think being a 
classroom assistant would be a good wee job for you. You get 
plenty of money that way’. (Kayleigh)
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The impact that this had on Kayleigh was profound. She continued:

I was really, really upset. I remember thinking, that’s fine I will 
remember what you said. And I took that on board, went back and 
when I got home with my family and I was really upset. I thought; 
am I stuck with this..., nobody ever expecting anything of me, never 
getting anywhere or never achieving anything? I was seventeen at 
the time and to have it said to me that I would never graduate or I 
would never be able to cope with university...! And that is part of 
what I want now. I want to prove them wrong and I will prove them 
wrong. I will. (Kayleigh)

Upon leaving school, Kayleigh attended her local further education college to 

repeat her GCSE examinations. She expressed disillusionment of her time at 

school and felt that she had been held back by the low expectations her 
teachers had of her; “I absolutely didn’t get the opportunities that I should 
have done”. Despite Kayleigh’s resistance to these low expectations, the 
impact of her time at school has been far-reaching and at the time of 
interview Kayleigh had not yet fulfilled her dream of becoming an Art teacher 

due to having to repeat exams. Kayleigh is currently undertaking work 
experience teaching art to young deaf people in a number of schools in a bid 

to be taken seriously, and she remains determined to fulfil her dream and 
‘prove herself. In so doing, Kayleigh is unconsciously challenging those 

conditions of oppression which have been misrecognised for so long.

The education system continues to reproduce hierarchical social divisions by 
discouraging those aspirations deemed unattainable and incompatible with 

the objective chances associated with a particular position, that is, with the 

position of a young (dis)abled person in the social order. As we can gauge 

from Kayleigh’s experience, the aspirations asserted by her peers, such as 

joinery, and painting and decorating, were accepted and encouraged due to 

their perceived compatibility with the objective regularities of a (dis)abled 

position. In Kayleigh’s case, attempts were made to discourage her via 
legitimated ‘professional’ discourses presented by her teachers, and 

manifest through supposed ‘mastery of the game’ (Bourdieu 2000). By 

devaluing, and expressing Kayleigh’s aspirations of becoming an Art teacher

168



as illegitimate, Kayleigh’s teachers sought to "orientate [her] aspirations 

towards more realistic goals, more compatible with the chances inscribed in 
the position occupied" (Bourd\eu 2000: 217), thus inculcating within young 

people’s habitus of (dis)ability understandings of those outcomes deemed 

‘not for the likes of us’. The assertion by Kayleigh’s teacher that “It is very 
hard work..., you know, there is no chance that you could possible go 

through university and get anything like that” implies that ‘ability’ and 

(dis)ability are seemingly irreconcilable.

‘The teachers obviously didn’t think I was worth much’

These concealed ‘calls to order’ (Bourdieu 2000) can also be viewed through 

the experience of Stephen:

(M)y teacher used to say to me ‘ah well you are just going to have 
problems, you are not going to do well’. And sometimes I would say 
to them I want to do things but they were very negative. They just 
kept saying well you are not good enough for that and you are not 
good enough for this and you are not good enough for the other. So 
that was all I was ever told, that I was not good enough for
things.... I felt like I was being put down and discriminated [against],
I think they felt that I should be out cleaning toilets and that is all I 
should expect out of life. But that is not what I wanted to expect out 
of life... I wanted something much more than that. (Stephen)

Stephen was advised to do a ‘pre-vocational foundation’ course at his local 

college. It was not until after he enrolled on the course that he discovered it 
was for people with learning difficulties. He continued: “I think that [the 

school] got funds if they encouraged you to go to that course, but it was far 

too basic. I wanted to do the intermediate [level] and they put us in the 

foundation level of that course”. This mismatch between subjective and 

objective expectations left Stephen feeling frustrated, however, he remained 

unsure as to who was to ‘blame’ for the situation he found himself in and felt 
perhaps it was his own fault. Thus, prior inculcation within Stephen’s habitus 

of (dis)ability that he ‘is not good enough’ remains. Another student, Adam 

did not attribute ‘blame’ to the school for the low expectations he 

encountered there: “I don’t think they were doing anything on purpose but I
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just don’t think that they thought the deaf had a future so there was no point 
[in] bother[ing]”

Like Stephen, David has struggled to find a course he is happy with and he 

too feels he has wasted time in later life by not being encouraged at school. 

David suggests that had he not made a conscious decision to change his 

trajectory, things would have been very different and he would not now be at 
university studying for a degree in Computer Science:

[The teacher’s] attitude was, ‘if you don’t want to do that then that is 
fine. We are more than happy to have you come into the classroom 
and sit and do whatever you want.’ So when I reached fifteen I 
couldn’t be [bothered] with GCSE’s. I just went [to school] and that 
was the thing, the teachers were happy enough to let me do that. 
So at the time I didn’t really care. It is only basically in later years 
now that I have started to get myself sorted out and say ‘right I can 
plan my career path for myself and I need to get educated here and 
I need to make myself marketable and I need to build up a portfolio 
for myself. I think with previous school experiences I have basically 
taken something that was a negative and made it a positive for 
myself and made myself sort of think 'well I was messing around 
back then and the teachers obviously didn’t think I was worth much 
otherwise they would have motivated me or they would have said 
you are going to regret this later, you need to put the work in now’. 
But I would say, for me, it is a personal decision to make a positive 
out of something that was negative. But I would certainly say if I 
hadn’t made that decision dear knows where I could be now. 
(David)

The desire of many of the young people to do well indicates varying degrees 

of resistance to the cultural arbitrary which has long devalued the potential 

and ability of (dis)abled people. While the young people in my study were 

able, to some extent, accumulate and convert various forms of capital, and 

ultimately invest in third-level education, those who are not able to do so 

remain outside of the system, or like some of the young people in my study, 
on courses which are perceived to be compatible with an already 

disadvantaged position. That the young people who were or are enrolled on 
segregated courses were unhappy with the ‘choices’ they had been strongly 

encouraged to adopt, or relegated to, is an indication of the ways in which
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the Northern Ireland education system has perpetuated rather than 

challenged the educational inequalities experienced by (dis)abled people. 

Ultimately then, the education system bears all the hallmarks of a 
meritocracy which claims to strive for ‘equality of opportunity’. ‘Real’ equality 

of opportunity that recognises and accounts for the differential ability to 

accumulate and convert capital; the limits attached to particular positions; 

and the ‘social manipulation of aspirations’ (Bourdieu 1984, 2000), remains 

elusive.

7.5 Conclusion

This chapter has uncovered extensive practices of power and privilege which 

have made it difficult for the young people in my study to effectively invest in 
third-level education. The taken for granted rules of everyday practice(s), that 

is, the routine regimes of social action (Cassin 2006), have by and large 
placed the ability binary beyond question. The choice rhetoric that underpins 

the epistemological ambitions of individualisation is singularly inappropriate 

in explaining the experiences of the young people in this study. Any 
assumption that young (dis)abled people are able to freely choose whether 
or not to invest in third-level education ignores the context and conditions 

under which such decisions are made. The data discussed here suggests 

that the ‘performative visions’ of young (dis)abled people relating to third- 

level education, and the ability to invest therein, is heavily dependent upon 
levels of access to, and the ability to convert, various forms of capital.

The practices discussed in this chapter are indicative of prevailing complex 

forms of discrimination across the field of learning. Familial discourses, whilst 

generally positive, were in themselves mediated by forms of capital. Such 

possession was significant in determining familial responses to welfare 

professionals and school location. Practices of school placement, speech 

therapy, pedagogic ‘support’ and the discouragement of ‘illegitimate’ 

aspirations were instrumental in constraining manifestation of imagined 
possibilities. The practices discussed clearly illustrate the interrelationship 

that exists between the habitus of (dis)ability, forms of capital and objective
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structures across the field of learning. The contemporary pre-16 educational 
system continues to locate young (dis)abled people in perpetuating positions 

of disadvantage. Despite claims of ‘inclusion’, the explication of the ability 

binary therein suggests such a move is cosmetic rather than substantive. 

The rules of the game have not changed, nor have they been effectively 

challenged. Thus, the ‘game’ in which young (dis)abled people attempt to 

participate resembles a ‘game’ of never-ending ‘catch-up’.
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Chapter Eight - ‘Getting In and Getting On’

8.0 Introduction

Discourses of widening participation and inclusion are resonant throughout 

the sub-field of third-level education (Riddell et al 2005; Thomas 2001; 

Blythman and Orr 2002; Hayton and Paczuska 2002). To this, Northern 

Ireland is no exception. Despite the seemingly embracing language of 
‘inclusion’, there is a danger that institutional operationalisation of such 

concepts will continue to subsume (dis)abled people within the existing non- 

(dis)abled cultural arbitrary. Such an approach fails to effectively challenge 

the cultural processes and deeper structures of which third-level institutions 
are part, and which continue to marginalise (dis)abled people via complex 

forms of discrimination, that is, practices of institutional and systemic 
discrimination (McLaughlin et al 2006), or ‘routine regimes of social action’ 
(Cassin 2006). There is a danger that discourses professing to be 

‘inclusionary’ will represent reconstituted forms of normalisation and 
contribute to hiding enduring processes of exclusion. It is the meanings and 
practices attached to such discourses which are at the centre of this chapter.

The data discussed in the previous chapter illustrated the ways in which 

formative experiences can inculcate within young (dis)abled people’s habitus 
of (dis)ability, ‘performative visions’ and particular dispositions to act. This 
second empirical chapter builds upon that theme and, in the light of recent 

policy developments, explores the extent to which educational processes 

and practices aimed at facilitating the participation of (dis)abled people within 

third-level provision, have positively or negatively impacted upon the 

experiences of young (dis)abled people therein. Young people’s habitus of 

(dis)ability continue to be pertinent in mediating structures and practices 

through ‘internalization of the externality and externalization of the internality’ 

(Bourdieu 1977: 81). Increasing support provisions for (dis)abled students 

remain entrenched on ‘getting around the barriers’ and adapting to existing 
practices across teaching and learning. Support provisions based on

173



assessment of ‘need’ can thereby emerge as a form of symbolic violence 
(Bourdieu 2000), implicitly reproducing understandings of (dis)ability as 
deviant and necessitating intervention.136 I argue that institutional policies 

relating to (dis)ability have failed to effectively ‘listen’ to the student 

experience. Provision is, on the one hand, designed to support learning 

alongside student colleagues and friends (Wolfendale 2002: 3), yet fails to 

recognise the less visible ways in which forms of support can differentiate 

between those who are deemed able to conform to pedagogic norms and 

those who are not.

8.1 Institutional Discourses of (Dis)ability

Here I focus on institutional discourses of (dis)ability as they become 

manifest in policy and practice. The implicit understandings inherent within 
such policies and their role in reproducing or challenging bio-medical 
conceptualisations of (dis)ability are also explored.137

Third-Level Policy: Instruments of Change or Reproduction?

Third-level policy relating to (dis)ability and to institutional practices more 
generally have undergone as much change in Northern Ireland as in the rest 
of the UK.138 The extent to which this reflects a fundamental shift in thinking 

is less clear and there is evidence that policies remain embedded within 

individualised constructions of (dis)ability. Policies of equality, inclusion and 

widening participation remain insensitive to young people’s habitus of 

(dis)ability and dispositions to choose (Macrae and Maguire 2002: 23). The 

increasing attention given to (dis)ability related issues across Northern 

Ireland colleges and universities is rooted in wider policy agendas and 

legislative developments:

136 See Chapter 3, section 3.7.
137 Whilst some reference will be made in this chapter to (dis)ability and equality legislation, 
their implications for third-level policy and practice will be fully discussed in Chapter 9.
138 See Appendix A for further detail.
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I think there are a number of reasons [for the increasing disability 
agenda]. I think one of the reasons is... the requirement to comply 
with the QAA code of practice. I think that one of the other reasons 
is legislation and the requirement to become compliant with 
legislation. Whether it was the Disability Discrimination Act and 
access issues but now especially more the SENDO legislation. And 
I think thirdly and very importantly was the establishment of 
Disability Services, where there is a group of staff who work 
specifically on disability issues. (Senior Management - University A)

The interviews which were carried out between 2004 and 2005, occurred at a 
time when institutions were attempting to get to grips with the impending 
SENDO (Nl) (2005) legislation.139 The incorporation of quality assurance 

regimes and the need to meet obligations under the DDA, has forced third- 

level institutions to seriously consider the needs of (dis)abled students. All 
institutions in my study identified the turn of the twenty-first century as their 
defining moment:

I don’t think [policy] has changed as much over the past ten years as 
it [has] over the last five years because the [Section 75] equality
legislation has made a big difference.... it is not just about ramps for
wheelchairs it is about a whole range of things. It is about policies, it 
is about our whole attitude to the way that we approach people... it 
is about our proactive desire to help people with an impairment to 
come into class because in the past it was easier to exclude them. 
There was a time that it wasn’t illegal to exclude them but the 
legislation has changed the focus and sharpened the focus and we 
have now got to work harder to bring such people into the 
mainstream of education. (Senior Management - College A)

That such developments were identified as turning points in institutional 
'histories’ of (dis)ability indicates a shift in institutional discourse from ‘legal 

discrimination’ or exclusion to the need to explicitly consider (dis)ability 

issues. This discursive shift has not however, extended to those constitutive 

practices of indirect or institutional discrimination. The desire by College A to 

‘help people with an impairment come into class’ suggests that practices 

remain embedded in the strategies and language of individual adaptability to 
existing structures. This inherent and subtle process of ‘blaming the victim’

139 Riddell et al (2005) found themselves in a similar situation when undertaking their 
research in 2001-2003.
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(Ryan 1976) was reflected throughout the study.140 It is easy at first glance to 

be accepting and praiseful of the recent emergence of ‘official’ (dis)ability 

‘policies’ throughout colleges and universities in the last five years. The four 

institutions I spoke to described how much progress had been made, how 

numbers of (dis)abled students had increased, and the range of supports that 

were, or would be, in place. Typical comments included:

Our policy documents would point up to a much more proactive 
approach to wanting to reach out to people who are in danger of 
being excluded. (Senior Management - College A)

We have grown in terms of the numbers of students identifying a 
disability. From 20 in 2000 to 550 this year and that is a pretty 
exponential increase. That wouldn’t happen unless people are 
feeling comfortable about the disclosure of disability being dealt with 
in a positive manner. (Senior Management - University A)

We have a curriculum policy, which says we have open access to 
all. We have a massive equality policy. There is bound to be a 
statement in it. There is bound to be a statement on our curriculum 
policy and we have a whole [....] around the whole inclusive learning 
[debate]. So I am sure there is a paper. But probably the best thing 
on disability is our equal opportunities policy or equal opportunities 
scheme, which is approved by the Equality commission. (Senior 
Management - College B)

That the latter interviewee appeared unaware of whether or not College B 

had policy statements relating to (dis)ability is undoubtedly a source of 

concern and an example of the ways in which apparently neutral processes 

can contribute to hiding enduring problems and processes of exclusion. 

Indications of inclusion continue to be measured numerically and less so on 

the qualitative student experience (Hurst 1998). The numbers of students 

declaring a (dis)ability increased throughout each third-level institution in my 

study. However, this increase was less evident for students with more severe 

hearing impairments and visual impairments, that is, for those who were 

deemed less able to conform to existing pedagogic practices.

140 Ryan (1976) has argued that the process of ‘blaming the victim’ is essentially ideological, 
and constitutes a set of ideas and concepts deriving from systematically motivated but 
unintended distortions of reality, embedded in a desire to maintain the status quo (Ryan 
1976: 11).
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The statements made by each institution concerning rising numbers of 

(dis)abled students is somewhat disillusioning since these are premised on 

understandings of (dis)abled people as a homogenous grouping with similar 
needs. Only when questioned specifically about those with hearing 

impairments and visual impairments did respondents acknowledge their 
under-representation; particularly those who were profoundly deaf or had 

severe levels of visual impairments.141 College A suggested that:

[Students with hearing and visual impairments] are fairly low [in 
number] compared to other disabilities. I think ....a lot of young 
people with sensory impairment have actually gone away to school.
They have gone to Jordanstown. People from this area maybe have 
travelled to Jordanstown and traditionally the route then, if they want 
to do anything else [they would] have had to go onto England or 
whatever to get training or have gone to BIFHE...I don’t think yet, 
we are the stage with sensory impairment that we are with other 
disabilities where they automatically come to their local college. I 
think people with sensory impairments still look for more specialist 
provision elsewhere. (Learning Support - College A)142

In some cases, the numbers of students with hearing impairments had

actually declined:

I suppose with JUDE (the Joint Universities Deaf Education Centre) 
going there probably hasn’t been the same number of students with 
significant hearing impairments applying to the university. I think, 
unfortunately, with JUDE coming to an end there was a very 
negative message out there about [University A], ((Dis)ability 
Services - University A)143

141 For example, neither College A nor University A had any sign language users. University 
B only had three students who were using interpreters while College B had approximately 15 
students who required interpreters across a range of full and part-time courses. The 
numbers of visually impaired young people registered at each institution also remained static 
with College A, University A and University B each currently supporting only two students 
with a complete sight loss. Prior to 2002, University A had no blind students, with the first 
graduating in the summer of 2005. University A also reported that there were two 
applications in progress from blind students for the forthcoming 2006-2007 academic year. 
University B on the other hand only recalled having one blind student prior to the 2005-2006 
academic year. College B reported the highest enrolment with seven students registered as 
having a total sight loss.
142 BIFHE refers to the Belfast Institute of Further and Higher Education.
143 The Joint Universities Deaf Education Centre (JUDE) was a joint initiative established in 
1997 across University A and University B. The Centre focused on providing support for 
students with hearing impairments and was the first explicit kind of support provision for 
(dis)abled students in Northern Ireland universities. JUDE’s success in facilitating 
participation for deaf and hard of hearing students has been strongly espoused by non-
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The decline of JUDE has been negatively received by some sign language 

users who feel that the establishment of a holistic approach to (dis)ability 

ignores the needs of a cultural minority.144 This was recognised by University 

A:

I think we have still a wee bit of work to do out there in the 
community, especially in the Deaf community...people are very 
aggrieved about the closure of JUDE and what happened with it, but 
there is nothing I can do about that. It is up to me now to try and get 
the message back out there to say that we support [Deaf] students. 
Okay it is not a specialised service the way it was but it will be part 
of disability service. I think the other thing is that sometimes Deaf 
people, rightly so, don’t see their deafness as a disability. So they 
don’t like being associated with disability services... but what else 
do you call disability service? You have to call it something. 
((Dis)ability Services - University A)

Any overall increase in the numbers of (dis)abled students must therefore be 

treated with caution. As Riddell et al contend, “it is important that questions 

are asked about which groups are included and which continue to be 

excluded or cooled out” (R\dde\\ et al 2005: 151/152).

The language of ‘integration’ is one that emerged among the further 

education colleges in my study in contrast to that of ‘inclusion’ which was 

more strongly espoused by universities. Both terms were used 

interchangeably in both College A and College B. One senior manager from 

College B for example, stated ‘I like the integrated approach. It’s not 

appropriate for everybody but where possible I think people should be 

integrated’ and ‘the centre of inclusive learning... has had a much ... greater 

emphases on integrating students’.145 The distinction between the two

governmental organisations and young deaf people who attended higher education during 
the Centre’s lifespan (Byrne and Caul 2001). A lack of funding for the project saw JUDE 
come to an end in 2000, and it was replaced in both universities with generic (dis)ability 
provision.
144 See Chapter 3, section 3.3.
145The relative success of those young people in my study who attended mainstream school 
and who were able to invest within the higher echelons of third-level education, had more to 
do with familial discourses; possession of cultural or social capital (and linguistic capital in 
particular); and acts of resistance than mainstream pedagogies. Inclusion within Northern 
Ireland remains understood as a form of ‘mainstreaming’ more generally. One pre-16
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approaches is one that clearly remains poorly understood in Northern 

Ireland. While inclusion goes beyond concepts of locational integration, it is 

by no means the ideal solution. The emphasis on ‘inclusive learning’ both 

constitutes and glosses over practices of complex discrimination. The 

complexity of inclusion in relation to (dis)ability is bound up with the ‘four 
eyes’ of (dis)ability (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006).146 Moreover; "Any change 

in either the instruments of reproduction or the state of the capital to be 

reproduced...leads to a restructuring of the system of reproduction 

strategies” (Bourdleu 1984: 125). In other words, a change in policy does not 

necessarily contain any threat to the doxa. It is to this dilemma I now turn.

‘Open Doors’-A Double Edged Sword

Institutional discourses of (dis)ability can emerge as reconstituted and 

misrecognised forms or practices of symbolic power. A senior manager from 
University B stated that There is no course in the university where we cannot 
take disabled students.’ Seemingly inclusive policies can, however, be 

understood as something of a double-edged sword:

We do have a written policy but our objective is to include everyone 
as far as possible, to make reasonable adjustments to ensure that 
any student that has the appropriate academic [ability] can join in 
the course. Obviously we won’t accept anybody who doesn’t meet 
the entry criteria for a course but if you can meet the entry criteria for 
a course then its open doors, everyone is welcome. (Senior 
Management - College B)

Well the University policy is basically that we accept applications 
from students with disabilities. And students with disabilities are 
accepted onto a course with same academic grades as any other 
student. So we don’t drop the entry requirement for students with 
disabilities, and I don’t personally believe that the majority of 
students with disabilities would want that anyway. ((Dis)ability

policymaker I spoke to suggested that “Inclusion is integration...It’s not new; it is already 
there”. This narrow approach focuses on ways of assisting the young person to get around 
the barriers rather than processes of elimination. The extent to which ‘inclusion’ continues to 
be measured and monitored in quantitative terms rather than qualitative experiences was 
evident; “That is a statistic really that shows inclusion” (Pre-16 policymaker). This is a weak 
form of inclusion, and one that fails to acknowledge the ways in which pedagogic practices 
can hinder educational experiences and levels of investment in third-level.
146 Chapter 5, Section 5.1.
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Services - University B)

An 'open doors’ policy is one which becomes inscribed in the 

"institutionalized procedures regulating entry into the game” (Bourdieu 2000: 

112). Institutionalisation of such practices fails to account for levels of 

underachievement facilitated by differential access to, and the ability to 

convert, various forms of capital. Such meritocratic ideals do little to address 

the consequences of involuntary positionings as illustrated through the 

experiences of Patrick, Stephen and Kayleigh in Chapter 7. While institutional 

discourses of inclusion may be perceived as signs of progress, these can be 

better understood as objectifications of dominant world-visions which enable 

continued maintenance of the symbolic order and facilitate the ‘eternalization’ 
of social divisions (Bourdieu 2000, 2001). While some young (dis)abled 
people will be able to more effectively utilise non-(dis)abled pedagogies in 
their pursuit of qualifications enabling third-level access, those young 

(dis)abled people who are not able to achieve comparable levels of cultural 
and linguistic competences will remain excluded. The greater the 

assumptions of cultural familiarity in third-level education, particularly within 
the echelons of higher education, the higher levels of exclusion will be for 
those young people who are positioned furthest from the ‘norm’.

That more young (dis)abled people are beginning to gain access to third-level 
education, negates the extent to which ‘ability’ as defined by institutional 

criteria is positively correlated with levels of linguistic familiarity, and located 
within the minds and bodies of the non-(dis)abled majority, that is, the 

socially constructed ability binary. The paradox of an ‘open doors’ policy 

then, is one that ignores the social construction of merit and the systematic 
disempowerment (Calhoun 2003) that lies therein.147 The skills that are 

socially acknowledged as ‘meritorious’ exclude the linguistic practices of sign 

language users and those reliant on specialised technology. There is a 

danger this will create new patterns of participation; that is, differential rates 
of participation among young (dis)abled people depending on levels of 

perceived ability or (dis)ability.

147 See Chapter 4, Section 4.3.
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Accessing and Recruiting (Dis)abled Students

Policies and practices of widening participation had little impact on reaching 

(dis)abled people. Mainstream approaches to widening participation have 

succeeded in maintaining the ability binary and perpetuating doxic ideas of 

where merit is likely to reside. University B for example, stated they had “an 

excellent reputation in widening access and increasing participation”. 

However, this was not explicitly targeted at (dis)abled people:

There is a widening participation strategy... and it is also being 
revised at the moment ...there ha[ve] been some special initiatives 
within that widening participation strategy to increase participation 
from particularly disadvantaged groups and the particular 
programme I am thinking of here which has been widely and 
nationally acclaimed is the University’s Step-Up programme. That 
programme is more directed to those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds in terms of social class background rather than in 
terms of any particular need. So as far as I am aware I don’t think 
we have any special initiatives in relation to disability per se. (Senior 
Management - University B)

This is in spite of Section 75 legislation which calls for a mainstreamed 

equality approach. Whilst each institution had fairly extensive (dis)ability 
support systems for students who registered or disclosed a (dis)ability, little 

work had been done to effectively access and recruit (dis)abled students 

prior to entry. University A was the only third-level institution in my study to 
make conscious attempts to reach (dis)abled students in mainstream and 
‘special’ schools.

We send out information to the schools. All secondary schools in 
Northern Ireland, all voluntary organisations in Northern Ireland 
about support and services we offer to try and get the word out there 
that [University A] does welcome students and they should be told to 
disclose on the UCAS form. Because if they don’t disclose then
there is nothing we can do. We can’t put the support in place.... We
send a guide for students with disabilities that has [just] been 
updated. We did a mail shot of all the schools in Northern Ireland. 
We had an Open morning last June where we invited all the schools 
in Northern Ireland in... and all the voluntary sector in to hear about 
disability services [at] [University A], to get information pack[s] [and] 
to hear four or five students speaking about their experiences of
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being at [University A], So we are hoping they will be able to go 
back and that that will filter down so they would go back and say [to 
their students with disabilities] ‘well actually you can.’ ((Dis)ability 
Services - University A)

This was in contrast to University B who did not appear to have any explicit 

recruitment policy in place. Here, it was taken for granted that the University’s 

general marketing service would inform any (dis)abled students about 

support services available:

In terms of recruitment there is the student recruitment department 
within the university and they go out to schools. We have been 
liaising with them [to] ask schools do they have any pupils with 
disabilities who are interested in coming to university. And if they do 
then we have offered to actually go out to the recruit meeting with 
them and take information, like .... the leaflet about DSA and things 
like that. As yet they haven’t come back to us to say we want you to 
come to x, y and z school. I don’t know whether they haven’t asked 
the schools if they have got any pupils who have disabilities or 
whether they just haven’t got to that stage of the process yet or not.
I think possibly by the time we have that discussion with them it is 
too late for 2005/06 intake and I would suspect they will involve us 
for 2006/07. ((Dis)ability Services - University B)

College A also recognised the need to be more proactive in recruiting 

(dis)abled students. The onus of accessing relevant information remained on 

the young people and their families. This was illustrated in interviews with 
both the young people and third-level institutions. Many of the young people 

in my study only became aware of college or university provision through 

parents or siblings. Mark, a further education student who hoped to attend 
university, stated:

I have found nothing about [university support], I only know some 
things from my brother going to university and my sister... but 
nobody else has talked to me about it. But if people knew [Disability 
Services] were there then they would understand more that they 
could go to university and the opportunity is there for them and they 
can get the support if they need it. (Mark)

Mark perceived himself to be advantaged in being able to gain access to 

such information. This access effectively resulted from Mark’s possession of
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social capital. Young people’s possession of social or cultural capital was of 
particular significance in gleaning relevant information since this did not 

appear to be readily available or accessible. The lack of proactive recruitment 
of (dis)abled students, in spite of seemingly inclusive policies, points once 

again, to assumptions of familiarity and ‘taken for granted’ knowledge. 

Stephen told me:

My parents made the contacts for me. They found out what [was 
available] and set it all up for me and made contact with [the 
college]. It was easy because whenever I went to [Learning 
Support] they set it all up for me. They set up the interpreting and 
everything, so that was all done for me. (Stephen)

Many of the young people I spoke to felt that had their parents not contacted 
the college or university on their behalf, they would not have known what was 

available. Familial proactivity was recognised by both universities and 
colleges. In some instances there was an underlying assumption that it was 
up to parents to uncover the relevant information and to complete the 

relevant forms. Typical comments included:

Quite often we would get phone calls from parents usually saying 
‘wee Johnny has got...., what support is there in [University B] for 
him?’ At which case we would talk them through the type of 
support, the policy and [how to] declare him in the UCAS form and 
fill the form in, send it back and make contact with us. And we would 
also send information out in form of the booklet at that stage. But 
that takes parents or the pupil themselves to be proactive... and 
sometimes that comes quite early on. ((Dis)ability Services - 
University B)

Their parents are knowledgeable about these things and they know 
which calls to make and which forms to ask for. (Learning Support - 
College A)

The assumption that parents know ‘which calls to make’ assumes that 

parents are aware of the further and higher education system and the 

structures therein. Institutional practices of marketing and recruitment remain 

insensitive to the ways in which young people’s habitus of (dis)ability are 
shaped by formative experiences in the home and the school. Such practices 

are not only illustrative of differential types and holdings of capital associated
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with positions in the social order, but of the complex interrelationship that can 
also exist between (dis)ability and social class and the reduced cultural 

capital that emanates from this ‘double effect’. This is contrast to the 

individualisation thesis wherein social class is dubbed as a ‘zombie variable’. 

As Brannen and Nilsen (2005) have asserted, social class remains an 
important ‘sensitising concept’. Third-level education institutions do not need 

to be explicitly discriminating or exclusionary in order to reinforce educational 

inequalities. By making little or no information readily available and 

accessible, universities and colleges unconsciously become sites of 

reproduction and practitioners of institutional discrimination.

The ways in which further education colleges in my study did access 

(dis)abled students suggests that institutional discourses of (dis)ability 

continue to be heavily influenced by legitimised biomedical and welfarist 
conceptualisations. This was particularly evident in the case of College A, 
who, when asked how they accessed and recruited young people with 
hearing and visual impairments, highlighted the ‘expert’ role played by social 

services:

I think because social workers tend to be very involved at the school 
leaving age as well for people with disabilities, we would... find we 
have a social worker locally, for hearing impaired and we have a 
social worker for visually impaired. Now they would know all the 
leavers in the area at a particular time and then they would liaise 
directly with us. (Learning Support - College A)

The interviewee continued:

We actually have a fairly unique partnership with the Trust in this area 
and through them we have specific programmes that they part fund. 
So every year we would be actually looking at that and we recruit with 
them. We do a lot in conjunction with the Trust in relation to their 
various centres. Some of their centres deal with people who have a 
mental handicap [sic], they have physical handicap[s][sic].... (Learning 
Support - College A)

The use of the term ‘handicap’ by a Learning Support Co-ordinator is in itself 
somewhat disarming, yet this continues to be used throughout Northern
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Ireland.148 The term ‘handicap’ was also used by senior management in 

College B. This was in contrast to the universities who consistently used the 

term ‘disability’, albeit with biomedical connotations. The recruitment of 

(dis)abled students through social services reinforces those discourses 
within which professionals 'know best’.149 The respondent from College A 

suggested that social workers would know ‘all school leavers’ at any 

particular time. However not all young (dis)abled people will require, request 
or have contact with social services.150 While recruitment in this way may 

increase the overall numbers of (dis)abled students accessing further 
education, it does so by reinforcing those discourses which (dis)abled people 
have sought to challenge.151 Young (dis)abled people continue to be 

involuntarily ascribed as ‘dependent’ and subject to professional judgement. 

The internalisation, within young (dis)abled people’s habitus of (dis)ability, of 
biomedical and welfarist identity ascriptions, can impact negatively on young 

people’s self-esteem and expectations of future chances. Sophie’s 
experience in the following section is a case in point.

The Bane of Further Education: Discrete Provision

Discrete provision has been an unstinting feature of further education for 

young (dis)abled people. While some forms of discrete provision remain for 

people with severe learning difficulties, a rhetoric of inclusion and 
mainstreaming have by and large resigned such provision to recent history. It 

was with some trepidation then, that I discovered such incidents were 
perhaps not as infrequent in Northern Ireland as had been asserted by 

policymakers and practitioners.

148 A recent article in the Belfast Telegraph (March 24 2006) discussed the ‘education of 
physically-handicapped children’ and ‘handicapped children in Northern Ireland’ (p.7).
149 We saw some early examples of this in Chapter 7 in the experiences of David and Helen.
150 The 1990 PPRU surveys found that 11% of (dis)abled children in lone parent families had 
access to a social worker. Families in Great Britain were more likely to have contact with 
social workers (11%) than those in Northern Ireland (9%). In addition, families of (dis)abled 
children living in owner occupied housing were more likely to receive respite care (6%) than 
those living in public sector housing (4%) (Monteith and McLaughlin et al 2002).
151 See for example Barnes (1991, 1996, 1997, 2002, 2003); Finkelstein (1980, 1993, 1996); 
Oliver (1990; 1993; 1996a 1996b); and Shakespeare (1997, 1998, 2002).

185



Sophie is a visually impaired young person who is currently employed as a 
secretary in a statutory body. She is a Braille user and requires JAWS 

screen reading software. After completing a BTEC in Business and Finance 

at a college for visually impaired students in England, Sophie returned home 

to Northern Ireland where she decided to undertake further training in IT. 

Sophie eventually decided to enrol in College B on a part-time IT course 

following a positive meeting with the college’s Learning Support services. 

She recalls:

I went and had a look at the place and they couldn’t wait to enrol 
me. It was very positive. I came back and spoke to [employer] about 
it after I had gone. I said ‘Oh they have been really great and they 
have told me all the great things that they were going to do for me’. 
(Sophie)

The practices she encountered were far from perfect:

It was horrendous. I went there and every week the Braille was 
wrong for the work, they put me in a class full of people with severe 
learning disabilities. They weren't there to learn... I am not being 
disrespectful but they were there for a wee day out. I was there to 
get a qualification...! asked [to move to another course] but I was 
told I couldn’t be moved because it was a few weeks into the course 
and they couldn’t move me. The equipment that they gave me every 
week had something wrong with it. It never worked. I always 
reported it and it was never fixed. I would come in the next week 
and nothing was done. They kept making excuses like; ‘it is the 
students that are doing this to the computer’. I never had any 
trouble with my computer in the college in [current location]. So it 
was just excuse after excuse and I was always in complaining and 
the guy who runs it made me feel like a whinging woman. Every 
time I went to see him about it, it was like I was a whinger, But I 
would never go back to [College]. I would never recommend it to 
anyone at all. It was horrible. (Sophie)

Upon completion of the course, Sophie achieved a ‘distinction’. She 

attributed this to the combination of her own ability, the basic nature of the 

course and the computer skills she had already accumulated. Sophie 

strongly felt that ‘If I had of (sic) went in [at] any higher [level], I wouldn’t have 

passed it because I didn’t get the equipment to do the course, I didn’t get the 

support...! got nothing’. Sophie was not told until her first day at college that
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the course she was encouraged to enrol on was a form of discrete provision 
catering specifically for young people with severe learning difficulties. Sophie 

does not have a learning difficulty. Sophie’s involuntary segregation from 
mainstream provision is not only an example of discriminatory practice, but 

an explication of the ability binary which continues to locate ability and merit 

within the minds and bodies of the non-(dis)abled majority. This was in spite 

of College B’s overall commitment to ‘inclusive learning’, and its recently 

achieved status as UK award winner for the quality of such provision:

We have the only accredited access centre in Northern Ireland. 
There were a series of Beacon awards there for about thirty different 
things....[for example] online learning, best of delivering higher 
education and this was best of dealing with students with 
difficulties...We were in every newspaper in the land when we got 
that. And all the other colleges were jealous of us. So they are all 
trying harder. We are a bit like the flagship in this and people were 
quite surprised. So we went to Westminster and were awarded as 
being the Beacon for working with people with disabilities. So we 
have had people over from England seeing how we do this. [F]rom 
that point of view it has certainly raised awareness in the FE 
community and it was in all the newspapers at the time so again 
there would be a clear understanding that we tried very hard to work 
with people with disabilities (Senior Management - College B)

While the achievement of such an award is no mean feat and must not be 
underestimated, this arbitrary designation reinforces legitimation of particular 

forms of support which are then held up as ‘best practice’. ‘Best practice’, 

however, remains grounded in getting ‘around’ and ‘overcoming barriers’, 

and the ‘ability’ of the young person to ‘cope’ with course demands. Even 

though College B stated that ‘We have some [discrete] classes which are for 

people with special needs....people with profound disabilities...’, in practice 
the distinction between the types of ‘(dis)abilities’ or impairment necessitating 

discrete provision is less clear. The need for students to be able to ‘cope’ in a 

mainstream environment by virtue of individualised forms of support is 

another example of less explicit cultural coding that reinforces the 

naturalisation of a non-(dis)abled world. This was unwittingly illustrated by 
College B who stated that their general objective was to ‘assess people to 

see what help they need to survive in mainstream...our main thrust is to try
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and help people survive in the ‘big world’ with everyone else’ (emphasis 

added).

Even though Sophie requested a move from discrete to mainstream 

provision, this was not forthcoming since ‘too much time had passed’. 

Sophie’s attempts to challenge and redress the situation were rejected by 

College B who perceived her as complaining unduly. In so doing, College B 

can be seen to reinforce the perceived ‘otherness’ of (dis)ability, thereby 

necessitating instruction outside of non-(dis)abled pedagogies. Such an 

approach exacerbates rather than challenges the educational inequalities 

that continue to exist, and ignores the need for fundamental institutional 
change. Another young person, Patrick, described how he had been enrolled 

on a further education course in England which catered primarily for people 

with learning disabilities rather than deaf people. Both Sophie and Patrick’s 
experiences illustrate the ways in which institutional discourses of (dis)ability 
and emergent practices continue to ‘(dis)able’ young people’s abilities on the 

grounds of impairment.

8.2 Conflicting Practices of (Dis)ability ‘Support’

Having highlighted some of the key themes in relation to institutional 

discourses of (dis)ability, I now explore in greater depth, third-level practices 

emanating from support provisions. The differential perceptions expressed by 
young people, particularly among those who were subject to similar objective 

conditions (that is, those who attended the same university or college), can 

be understood as resulting from differential conditions of existence (Bourdieu 

1984). Most young people felt that their experience was ‘ok’. Some were 

genuinely impressed with the level of support provided, while others were 

critical of the pressures that had been borne on them by virtue of requiring 
support. There was however, a general trend of misrecognition across the 

sample of what constituted ‘normal’ practice.
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Facilitating the Support Choices of Students

All institutional respondents highlighted, in principle at least, the importance 
of ‘student choice’ in assessing support requirements. For example:

It is very important to listen to the student because they know their 
own disability and they know their own support. I think in general, in 
disability it can be very dangerous to think that all students with one 
disability have the same requirements. Every student has different 
support and support needs ((Dis)ability Services - University A)

It really depends on the individual person what they feel they need. 
The needs assessment will take us through the kind of difficulties 
that people have with all aspects of teaching and learning. And 
there is a standard form for application for Disabled Student 
Allowance which looks at things like difficulties with reading, 
difficulties with producing written work, note-taking difficulties, using 
audiovisual materials.... ((Dis)ability Services - University B)

It does vary on need...Its very individual (Learning Support - College 
B)

The focus that remains on assessing ‘the kind of difficulties people have with 
all aspects of teaching and learning...’((Dis)ability Services - University B) 

indicates an implicit assessment of the extent to which (dis)abled people are 

perceived to deviate from cultural ‘norms’ and practices. The individualisation 
of support facilitates avoidance or denial (Cohen 2001) of the need for 

institutional change and perpetuates invisibility of institutional causes of 
inequality and exclusion.152 Concerns were frequently raised throughout the 

institutional sample about whether or not a (dis)abled student would be able 

to adapt to the requirements or demands of a course. College A suggested 
that the extent to which a student would be able to succeed on a course 

would depend, in part, on the student’s ability to ‘cope’ and ‘the extent of the 

impairment and how the student overcame [their impairment]’. The same 

college also defensively suggested that There are barriers, but they are not 
barriers set by the Institute; they are barriers that are part and parcel of trying

152 Disabled Student’s Allowance in higher education for example, allows the student to 
purchase equipment or make use of ‘human support’ to enable effective access to 
mainstream pedagogies without challenging their existence.
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to get..., accurate advice and guidance to a student’ (Learning Support - 

College A).

Thus, everyday practices, in the ‘ordinary order of things’ (Bourdieu 2000), 

continue to be misrecognised as natural and ‘taken for granted’. Such 

practices constitute complex forms of discrimination. Whilst some form of 

support may be required on the basis of individual need, too much emphasis 

on this succeeds only in further legitimating dominant pedagogies. This 

finding resonates with Riddell et al (2005). This is not to deny that pockets of 

good practice exist and continue to be developed. At the time of interview, 

University A appeared to have made the most progress in seeking to 
challenge taken for granted pedagogies. University A described how they 

were attempting to mainstream (dis)ability across teaching and learning. One 
recent initiative was the appointment of ‘Disability Advisers’ within each 
university school and faculty.153 Each (Dis)ability Adviser was a member of 

school staff, ranging from lecturer to professor, who had responsibility for 

(dis)ability issues. In addition, each faculty was headed by a Dean who also 
had a (dis)ability remit. It was felt that the appointment of (Dis)ability Advisers 
had been pivotal both in raising awareness of (dis)ability issues more 
generally among academic staff, and in enhancing the quality of support that 

the student received:

The Disability Advisers from the school have been critical, really 
critical to that change. People like [staff] and [staff] who are viewed 
as senior academics ....[that] can make it easier for them to go to a 
colleague and say ‘look I need you to do this’...Whereas they see us 
as people over in the main building telling them what to do....I think 
at local level they are more willing to listen to their colleagues and 
they will say ‘well if they are doing it I can’t really be seen not to do 
it’. So I think that whole culture of having school Disability Advisers 
has been critical. ((Dis)ability Services - University A)

Other examples of good practice were also beginning to emerge and these 

were encouraging to see. University A described how the standard practice

153 In 2003, the Higher Education Funding Council issued a Code of Practice. Section 3 of 
this Code of Practice is directed specifically at Students with Disabilities. All universities are 
required to show how they have adhered to this Code in their provision and practice.
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of modifying exam papers for some deaf students had begun to be taken on 
board by some university schools:

Because English sometimes is not the first language [for deaf 
students] and they haven’t acquired the same level of English as a 
non-disabled student, that sometimes needs to be looked at to 
make sure there are no words or phrases in the exam paper that 
would throw the student, so [the British Association of Peripatetic 
Teachers] modify the paper. And that in fact has worked very well. 
We have a student in the School of Psychology who have [modified 
her papers]... this last three years. But instead of having for her a 
second paper the School [of Psychology] have just made it inclusive 
for all students to have that paper so it doesn’t make her feel any 
different. They have taken all the changes on board... and have 
given it to the standard group. So it is that sort of thing that, I 
suppose, has started to change people’s attitudes. Initially... [staff] 
were saying ‘what do you mean you are going to change the exam 
paper, what about academic standards?’ But once you have been 
through the process and show this has been done at GCSE and at 
A-level that kind of fear leaves them, you know? So I think it is 
always like chipping away and just keep breaking down those 
barriers slowly but surely. ((Dis)ability Services - University A)

The positive moves by University A in shifting from a predominantly welfarist 
discourse to one grounded in mainstreaming (dis)ability more generally was 

in contrast to University B, whose (dis)ability support system had recently 
become fully integrated within ‘Student Welfare’. University B also employed 

a full-time Educational Psychologist within (Dis)ability Services, whose role 
was specific to learning difficulties. The extent to which (Dis)ability Services 

within University B was making substantive progress was less clear. One 

senior manager in University B stated that:

I believe [Disability Services] is working very well. The reason why I 
say I believe it is working very well is because I don’t get any 
complaints anymore. So I assume. (Senior Management - University 
B)

Service evaluation based on a lack of complaints is not a reliable indicator of 

good practice, nor is this conducive to processes of equality proofing or the 
anticipatory nature of SENDO. Some young people may not feel able to 

challenge any issues that arise. Kelly for example told me how during one
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class, she became so frustrated at not being able to follow class dictation 

that she went home early. She did not raise this issue with staff until over a 

week after the incident. Another student, Cheryl, relied on speech software 

but found that the package installed on the university computers was ‘...not 

very up to date. It is okay but my own one is more up to date.’ While Cheryl 

felt that the software could ‘probably’ be updated if she asked, she had yet to 

do this and did not appear comfortable with doing so. The role of the ‘cultural 
unconscious’ (Bourdieu 1971) illustrates how the young people in my sample 

not only respond dispositionally to the constraints they face, but inadvertently 
contribute to their own domination. College A justified the lack of requests 

from students for more extensive support such as interpreters or specialist 
software packages in the following way:

I think [students] are not challenging us in a way to do that [provide 
other support] (Learning Support - College A)

Thus, a certain onus is placed on students to ensure that support provision 

concurs with need. Both Orlaith and Rufus felt that it was each student’s 
responsibility to ensure they received good quality support otherwise this 
would not be forthcoming:

It is up to you to do it. It is your personal responsibility to request 
those things. I know you can access it and get those things done for 
you, but you have to request it first yourself... You have to know 
what you need before you need it and you have to know it is 
available before you need it but it is not made aware to you that it is 
available. It is quite awkward and it is a vicious circle. (Orlaith)

I am the type of person who if I did need a requirement or if I had a 
problem I would just say to them... It was up to me to actually go up 
to them and say 'look I need’ [W]hen they were handing out 
handouts and I couldn’t see the print on them it was then up to me to 
go and say ‘is there any chance of getting this enlarged because I 
have a visual impairment?’ and none of them had a problem doing it. 
(Rufus)

Yet Rufus, like other students, continued to misrecognise the practice of 

providing (and receiving) support, which ‘naturally’ took longer to facilitate 

than day-to-day materials for non-(dis)abled students:
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There was maybe the odd time that there was a delay in getting 
things like an enlarged paper but you are talking about a day or two.
I understood that because they did have to go and make a special 
copy for you. Or maybe they had to go back to the document that 
they printed it off and had to increase the size and all with the print 
and change the diagrams and then print it out on different pages.
But I took that into consideration. It was never a problem. (Rufus)

Practices such as these experienced by Rufus and others in my study, 

accords priority to the legitimate and familiar needs of a non-(dis)abled 

majority in contrast to the singular needs of a few. This can be linked to 

McLaughlin and Byrne’s (2006) observation that each (dis)abled person 

continues to be understood as ‘a minority of one’ rather than a member of a 
socially constructed or disadvantaged group.

Forms of Support: Choosing to go without

The experience of (dis)abled students across third-level suggests that a 
substantive gap between policy and practice remains. Forms of support can 

become part of, and exacerbate, structures of domination and oppression. 
Receipt of Disabled Student’s Allowance within higher education posed 

particular difficulties for some of the young people in my study. The emerging 
trend towards ‘direct payment’ of Disabled Student’s Allowance to the 

individual, who then purchases the services or equipment required, is 

intended (like Direct Payments more generally) to foster a culture of 
independence and empowerment (Barnes et al 1999; Morris 1993). Riddell 

et al have argued that If disabled people are enabled to purchase and 

organise their own support, they are likely to have a sense of agency and 

empowerment” (Riddell et al 2005: 97). This suggestion is at odds with the 

perceptions of those young people in my study who were responsible for 

paying and organising their support. Helen, a deaf law student at University 
A, used a speedtext operator for classes that were particularly difficult to 

follow. Helen received her Disabled Student Allowance directly and was 

responsible for ensuring the speedtext operator was paid on time:
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I thought that [paperwork] was a bit of a nightmare. How long 
[speedtext operator] stayed and all this...the money aspect and 
trying to remember how long she stayed that day or if she came in 
that morning? But I only had her [for] a couple of mornings... but if I 
had to do that for every single one of my lectures it would have been 
a nightmare. (Helen)

Helen was aware that the responsibility of completing paperwork was not 

something that was bestowed on the rest of her classmates. This became a 

burden and she was glad that she did not have this support for all of her 

classes. Attempts to enhance (dis)abled people’s autonomy through the 

direct payment of support can become a double-edged sword. Both Helen 
and Gareth felt that this practice should have remained within the remit of 

(Dis)ability Services. Gareth, also a hearing impaired student at University A 
had a similar experience:

What I found was that the support the university offered was more of 
a hassle than just turning up and trying to get on with it. I had lived 
with this ...suddenly I had a note-taker, which in itself wasn’t a 
problem but then I also had to fill in loads of forms. I had to meet 
with the people in the disability centre... I also had to meet regularly 
with the note-taker and fill in a time sheet for them and then apply 
for funding from the local education authority and then pay them as I 
was their employer. But of course there were no instructions then in 
relation to if I am their employer what do I do about tax and National 
Insurance. I had no idea but I felt initially, by the way it was 
presented, that I was responsible. All of that was hard work. In the 
meantime I was trying to get on with my reading and doing my 
studying and writing my essays and so on and so forth. I just thought 
‘this is ridiculous’... If this is support I felt more disadvantaged with 
all of that than I did living with my disability.... It is just like, ‘no, if I 
come to you for help then help me don’t just burden me with a load 
of more paperwork’. That was more of a problem actually than my 
hearing. You know, dealing with all that. And there is something 
wrong with that when the support you try to get is more stressful 
than actually living with what it is you are living with. (Gareth)

Gareth experienced the individualised nature of support he received as 

oppressive. Gareth resented the feeling of responsibility that was conferred 

on him by (Dis)ability Services and felt that he should have been able to ‘get 

on with’ completing assignments. The practice of completing forms and
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liaising with (Dis)ability Services conflicted with Gareth’s sense of self, and 
made him more aware of his disadvantaged position in the social order; 

something he had not previously considered to any great extent. It is through 

interaction with (Dis)ability Services that Gareth’s feelings of difference come 

to the fore; ‘Why do I suddenly feel different now that I have asked for 

support?’ The experiences of students like Gareth and Helen converge with 

the Bourdieudian dictum that any substantive reduction in educational 

inequalities (whether implicit or explicit) will require fundamental institutional 

change at deeper levels. Particularly evident throughout my study was the 

desire of young people to be ‘like everyone else’. This desire meant that 
support provision was generally perceived to be (dis)abling rather than 

enabling. As a result, many of the young people in my study were keen to 

have both minimal and less visible support while some chose to go without. 

Gareth continued this theme:

I was in the middle of doing my dissertation; I was under a load of 
pressure with uni. And [disability services] sent me emails and 
some of them I didn’t like the tone of the emails... [for example]’ if 
you don’t fill this form in we won’t be in a position to support you 
next year’. And it is like you are threatening me. Just stop it! And 
this is the way I was thinking. Stop writing me these letters telling 
me if I don’t do this or I don’t do that then you are not going to do 
this. Just stop it for I don’t need this. So I just ignored them in the 
end and they stopped emailing me and they stopped writing to me 
and I was happy with that. It really did feel like, ‘them and us’. So 
the next semester then I chose not to have any support. So here I 
am now, really in the same position as I was before struggling with 
the lectures. (Gareth)

Gareth’s experience at university was hindered rather than enhanced by the 

support he received. That Gareth eventually chose not to have any support is 

a clear indication of resistance to infantilisation by (Dis)ability Services. Yet 

he continues to struggle with lectures and now relies on the goodwill of 

teaching staff. (Dis)ability or Learning Support services throughout third-level 

education can unwittingly become part of those deeper structures of 

domination and oppression, and practitioners of complex forms of 

discrimination by distinguishing between those students who are able to 
conform to naturalised pedagogies, and those who are not. What support

195



mechanisms fail to sufficiently highlight, is the ways in which the educational 

participation of young (dis)abled people is hindered by constructed norms 
and taken for granted practices rather than individual impairment.

The Conflict between Forms of Support and Embodied Dispositions

The desire to ‘fit in’ and self-distance from individualised conceptualisations 
of (dis)ability came across strongly in my interviews. This desire emerged 

from a perception that they did not already ‘fit in’ or that they felt ‘out of place’ 

due to the visibility of their impairment or particular forms of support. For 

young deaf people, the visibility of hearing aids and/or notetakers or 

speedtext operators was highlighted as frustrating. Embodied dispositions, 
constitutive of young people’s habitus of (dis)ability, played a key role in 
mediating young people’s responses to various forms of support. As 

Edwards and Imrie argue, "the body and its social location are interrelated 
while the management of the body is core to the acquisition of status and 
distinction”(Edwards and Imrie 2003: 240).

It was clear that some of the young people in my study sought to orient 
practices towards "the maximisation of ....symbolic profit” (Bourdieu 1980: 

209) by ‘managing’ or resisting the type of support they received. Both Anne 
and Helen used a speedtext operator throughout their respective courses in 

Psychology and Law. Yet this appeared to replace one ‘problem’ with 
another:

Sometimes it is very hard to make friends because with speedtext, it 
is very close to the front, and everybody sits away at the back so it is 
a bit hard at times (Anne)

Even though Anne was now able to understand her lectures better than 

previously, the act of sitting at the front of the class with her (elder) speedtext 

operator, while everyone else sat at the back, became ‘embarrassing’. Anne 

did not have many friends on her course and felt isolated. Thus, the act of 

receiving support becomes, on the one hand, a functional solution to an
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otherwise inaccessible situation, and on the other, a form of negative 

symbolic capital and social segregation. Helen had a similar experience:

In first year I had the other [analogue] hearing aids and I couldn’t 
hear with them very well at all so I got the woman to type for me. I 
found it embarrassing sitting in the front and having her sitting 
beside me so everyone knew then and it was a massive room. And 
she always came in late and made such a big racket getting into the 
lecture and everybody would have looked [at her] and then looked at 
me, and it was more like a big sign pointing to me saying ‘oh you are 
deaf and everybody knows’. It was sort of embarrassing and then 
when I got the new [digital] hearing aids I was glad then. I could just 
go to the lectures like everybody else and sit anywhere in the room 
and not have to sit down at the front. So that is what I noticed the 
most. (Helen)

She continued:

[a] note taker probably would have been better because you 
wouldn’t have had to sit at the front and people wouldn’t have really 
noticed them taking notes for you. (Helen)

After Helen received her digital hearing aids, she felt she no longer required 
speedtext. Like Gareth, she now relied solely on hearing aids and lipreading. 

While forms of support such as speedtext have been successful in enabling 

pedagogic access for many young deaf people, focus remains on the young 

person’s perceived ‘inability’ to readily participate and not on the arbitrariness 

of perceived competences or pedagogies. The examples of Helen and Anne 

further illustrate the ways in which objective conditions can become inscribed 
in young people’s habitus of (dis)ability, and become manifest in day-to-day 

practices. The adoption of speedtext exacerbated Helen and Anne’s feelings 

of difference and acted as a ‘marker’ or ‘a big sign’ (Helen) of what they saw 

as their disadvantaged position in the social hierarchy. Lauren told me:

When I meet new people, I always wait awhile and wait for the 
perfect moment, for if they haven’t caught on then I do say ‘look I’m 
not like you I am different’. And they ask why. I would say ‘I wear 
hearing aids and I’m deaf. They would say, ‘don’t be silly you are 
not different’ but you know fine rightly that you are. (Lauren)
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Helen and Lauren spoke of how they were able to disguise their hearing aids 

by wearing their hair down, while Anne preferred not to wear hearing aids at 

all. Marks (1999) has suggested that this practice of ‘hiding disability’ is not 

new. Rather, the body becomes a form of symbolic value or ‘status'. The 

desire to be like non-(dis)abled peers is "the effect of a power, which is 
durably inscribed in the bodies of the dominated, in the form of schemes of 

perception and domination” (Bourdieu 2000: 171). Inscribed in these 

schemes of perception and domination, and which became manifest in 

practices more generally, is the association of impairment with (dis)ability 

along with a need to compensate for individual deficit by adopting strategies 

of ‘passing’.154

Despite digital hearing aids, Helen continued to have difficulty in tutorials and 

was unable to follow the flow of the discussion. She also had problems in 

one of her lectures as the lecturer spoke too quietly and had an unfamiliar 
accent. Helen felt that attending these lectures was a ‘waste of time’ and 

chose not to attend, relying on her friends for notes. While Helen recognised 

this was a problem she felt additional support would not be beneficial:

If I wanted, I probably could get people to come, you know a person 
to come with me to my tutorials, I would like that but it is like making 
a statement and everybody just seems to look at them and you 
know...? (Helen)

Many young people with hearing impairments who used hearing aids felt that 

the optimal solution would be for all lecture theatres and rooms to have a 

loop system. This would mean being able to sit anywhere they wished 

without drawing ‘attention’ to their impairment. None of the colleges or 

universities currently had loop systems in all rooms, but all were in the 

process of increasing these provisions either practically or by incorporating 

them into plans for new builds.

154 The need for the young people in my study to ‘fit in’ corresponds with both Reay (2001) 
and Brooks’ (2003) findings on the complexity of the ‘fitting in’ process and the role of peers 
in signifying an individuals sense of ‘ability’ or position in the social hierarchy.
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Such embodied dispositions illustrate the dialectical relationship between 
‘impairment’ and ‘(dis)ability’ that continues to exist, and which cannot be as 

easily separated as the social/medical model binary would imply. The young 
people in my study were in effect responding to their ‘feel for the ‘game” 

(Bourdieu 1990a), on the basis that the ‘game’ in the subfield of third-level 

education, works best for those who are able to conform to the norms of a 
societal majority, that is, upon practices of ‘passing’.

8.3 The Role of Support Workers

Most of the young people in my study required some form of ‘human 
assistance’ such as an interpreter, notetaker or personal assistant. The 

quality of support workers was a recurring theme across both student and 

institutional interviews. The final section of this chapter explores the 

experiences of the young people in my study in utilising support workers.

Both universities and College B were involved in a joint initiative which 
culminated in an ongoing ‘Register of Support Workers’ to assist (dis)abled 

students in a variety of ways. The success of this recent initiative was 
reflected in its transition from a ‘project’ to a core funded service. Access to a 

‘good’ assistant was generally considered by students to be ‘luck of the draw’ 
rather than a certainty. Katie stated:

I actually have a really good notetaker. But in the same sense it 
could be a lot different because, I don’t know what it is like at 
[University A] but notetaker[s] in [University B] are students 
themselves. Some students are quite good at taking notes and 
others are complete and utter rubbish. (Katie)

Choosing the ‘Right’ Support Worker

The importance of choosing the ‘right’ support worker was highlighted across 
third-level settings. One of the key dilemmas for (Dis)ability and Learning 

Support Services in universities and colleges was finding a support worker
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who was relatively close in age to the student, and who would empower 

rather than d/sempower the student:

(W)e try to match the age group as much as possible so there is not 
too much of a disparity between ages. [W]e try to match individuals 
but it doesn’t always work out. We would encourage the support 
worker to sort of facilitate integration but to back off. They are not 
there as a minder or a mummy, very much not. They are there to 
empower the young person to make those advances themselves 
(Learning Support - College B)

The young people in my study had varied experiences of support workers. 
The importance of finding a ‘good match' between student and support 

worker was reflected in David’s experience:

I have a personal assistant who... is funded for thirty-two hours a 
week. That is including my class times and then any extra work that 
I need to do after that they will fund that as well. But he works as a 
support worker, a notetaker and he also helps me with my research 
in terms of coming down to the library with me and getting books out 
and looking at them for me...One thing that I liked was; he does 
have a background in computers. That is one thing that [Disability 
Services] do where possible; [they] would make a requirement [that 
the student has background knowledge in the subject]. So he has 
supported me in a subject that he is aware of and we are not in the 
situation where he is not able to follow the class himself. It is 
basically a simple case of if you don’t understand the subject 
yourself then how are you going to support somebody else in turn. 
(David)

David’s assistant was only a few years older than him. This was in contrast 

to David’s previous experience at College B where the support workers had 

little direct experience of his course of study:

There was one time when... the speech wasn’t working on my 
computer and I was trying to find out why it wasn’t working so I said 
to [support worker] ‘are we on the Windows desktop?’ She looked 
at me and said ‘what is a desktop?’...So only because I had visual 
memory of using it, I was able to explain to her and say ‘does it look 
like this here?’ ....you know, I am sitting in an advanced IT class 
with somebody who doesn’t know what a desktop is! Looking back 
you are sort of going, how does this person really explain anything
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then on an excel worksheet or anything like that, or if we were doing 
some advanced formulas or something, how is she going to help? 
She was an extreme case. (David)

The boundary between fostering a culture of /ndependence and dependence 

is clearly an important one. The negotiation of boundaries was often tricky 

and depended on both the (dis)abled student’s habitus of (dis)ability and that 

of the support worker. Mismatch between each party’s habitus of (dis)ability 

was common, and this often led to feelings of frustration on the part of the 

young person receiving the support. Gareth’s experience of using a 
notetaker was one of disempowerment and constraint, particularly when 

attempting to forge new friendships with his classmates:

I was standing outside the [room] with [notetaker] and I was trying to 
get to know other students but I was talking to [notetaker] and 
...normally when I am waiting outside a tutorial I am talking to that 
person over there, but I am [thinking] Tm not talking to that person 
because I am talking to you’ (the notetaker). I was thinking because 
I want this support, suddenly my whole life has changed. And really 
what [notetaker] should be doing is turning up and talking to the 
lecturer and saying ‘I am here to take notes for somebody I am just 
going to be at the back of the class. I won’t be joining in with it.
Don’t speak to me’...Just come in, write your notes and then email 
me when you have typed them up. There is no reason why that 
shouldn’t work. But I found that I [had] to do all the coaching in 
relation to the notetakers to get them to do that and the disability 
centre was just sending me loads of paper work to fill in. (Gareth)

Gareth had concerns about the lack of training undertaken by support 
workers, particularly in relation to understandings of (dis)ability. He felt that 

the notetaker’s perception of (dis)ability was essentially negative:

[The notetaker] was going to come in and actually play an active role 
in the class particularly when we broke into discussions and stuff. 
And she was actually trying to coach me in the learning process. So 
she was asking me questions that were related to the questions that 
the lecturer was asking and she was trying to coach me into giving 
an answer. I was just like, no, no, no, come on I am not dumb, I 
don’t need this kind of support. Now that wasn’t her fault, she just 
didn’t know how to do it. So I think the lack of training really made 
me feel uncomfortable. (Gareth)
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That the notetaker felt she had to assist Gareth to participate in discussions 

indicates infantilisation of (dis)ability. That this occurred in front of Gareth’s 

classmates made things more difficult. Even though Gareth was her 

employer, there appeared to be a shift of power in the classroom based on 

social constructions of the ability binary and the location of merit therein. We 

can understand this classroom situation as a microcosm reflecting wider 

structures and practices in society. As Bourdieu contends, “Interpersonal 

relations are never, except in appearance, individual to individual 
relationships...the truth of the interaction is never entirely contained in the 

interaction” (Bourdieu 1977: 72 original emphasis). By resisting this 

infantilisation, Gareth is attempting to challenge those conditions of 
oppression by reclaiming his sense of self.

The Role of Interpreters

Students found accessing fully qualified interpreters more difficult than 

anticipated. A number of young people expressed discontent and 
disappointment at the relatively low quality of interpreting they received. This 

impacted upon subsequent practices. Kayleigh outlined the difficulties she 
encountered:

When I went to [College B]... I didn’t know who the interpreter was 
and the problem was that some of them were quite good and some 
of them weren’t... I thought I was only going to get qualified 
interpreters and it was a bit of a shock to get what I got. Whenever I 
signed the way I signed the interpreter would say ‘oh no Kayleigh, 
you can’t sign like that, slow down’. And they found it difficult to 
cope with me so I had to really restrict myself in the way that I 
expressed myself to be able let them understand me. Then the 
interpreters changed around an awful lot, which is very difficult. 
(Kayleigh)

Even though sign language was Kayleigh’s first language, she was unable to 

express herself in the way she was used to. Kayleigh was shocked to 
discover that not all interpreters were fully qualified or fluent in her preferred 

language. The use of less than fully qualified interpreters is due, in part, to
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the lack of interpreters in Northern Ireland more generally. The difficulty in 
accessing fully qualified interpreters also resulted from the policy of College 

B who employed and trained their own support workers and interpreters. 

Students were not able to choose their preferred interpreter or ensure that 

interpreters had been trained to particular standards. This practice fails to 

fully recognise the grammatical complexity of sign language in comparison to 

the spoken word. This lack of respect and recognition further demeans the 

validity of sign language as expressed by young people like Kayleigh, and 

locates students in positions of dependence. Kayleigh described how she 

would have preferred to have another interpreter who knew her relatively well 

and with whom she would have been able to express herself naturally. Since 

this person was not employed by the College, Kayleigh had to accept an 

interpreter who was unable to ‘cope’ with her fluency. The turnaround of 
interpreters meant that Kayleigh had to learn to adapt to different styles and 
levels of qualification; something her non-(dis)abled peers did not have worry 
about. A senior manager from College B outlined institutional policy relating 
to interpreters:

We have had a bit of discussion at the moment with a group of 
students who want to appoint their own support workers, but that is 
what happens in universities. But here we have a team of trained 
signers and other support workers. So we provide support, if you 
like, in kind. We provide people. When we identify that you need a 
particular support then we provide you with a person. And some 
students fall out with us because they want to appoint their own 
person. Somebody they know. So everything is not always 
peaceful in the garden but we recognise this as an area that we 
have a responsibility in so we are trying to do things about it. (Senior 
Management - College B)

The control exercised by College B in the employment and allocation of 

support workers can be understood as a form of symbolic domination which 

‘others’ alternative forms of linguistic expression. Decisions of which 

interpreter should be allocated to a student remains with the college and 

enables the continued dominance of the cultural arbitrary and its converse 
privilege, along with involuntary submission to professional judgement. 
Students like Kayleigh, Stephen and Patrick therefore remain (dis)ab\ed from
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fully participating in the field of learning on their own terms.

Another student at College B, Beth, was impressed with the extent of 

provision she received when she was required to attend external seminars:

[College B] is fantastic. [The support unit] is very, very conscious 
that I am deaf. For example, I was away on a course last weekend 
to do business studies, travelling across Northern Ireland visiting 
small businesses. The support unit provided two interpreters and 
made sure that the accommodation was paid for the three of us. I 
am going to a conference tomorrow for two hours...The support unit 
contacted me yesterday to say that they have provided two 
interpreters for me. It came as a surprise because I was expecting 
only one interpreter but then they gave me two interpreters for two 
hours and I was like, ‘wow they are fantastic’. (Beth)

The quality of the interpreting was less impressive and Beth became 
discontent. Overcoming this issue was made more difficult by her close 

relationship to both interpreters:

I ha[ve] two interpreters every week and on a personal level I’m 
good friends with them. But on a professional level one is very 
good. I had her three years ago and she was nervous when she 
started working with me because of the content of the course. What 
I was doing was quite intense. She didn’t feel competent enough to 
interpret for me. I encouraged her just to give herself a go. She tried 
and continued, this is our third year together, and she is improving 
all the time. She is very good with the voice over. The second 
interpreter is just lovely. She interprets for me every Thursday when 
I am doing chemistry and biology which is quite intense. Her 
language skills would not be of a high standard even though she is a 
hearing person. She left school when she was fourteen or fifteen. 
So when I want to ask [the lecturer] a question I would rely on [the 
interpreter’s] voiceover and when she uses her voiceover I 
recognise the lack of strength in her vocabulary and I am concerned 
that when she voices for me that other hearing people would think 
that the level of language that I use was limited. I feel that she 
needs further training with regards to her language skills. In that 
respect I am not too happy about it...I find when I want to ask a 
question I speak for myself now because of the way she speaks for 
me. [It’s] very frustrating that I can’t rely on her to represent me well. 
(Beth emphasis added)

Beth was concerned that others’ perception of her ability would be influenced
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by the quality of interpreting. This is an interesting example of the ways in 

which aspects of a support worker’s identity such as social class, can transfer 

to the support receiver, and perpetuate negative conceptions of ability. It is 
interesting to note that Beth herself perceives hearing people as possessing 

greater language skills by virtue of spoken English. Beth no longer felt 

comfortable with expressing herself in sign language and increasingly tried to 

use her voice to participate in class. This placed Beth under considerable 
pressure. Even though interpreters are available, the converse privilege of 

the non-(dis)abled majority continues to be reproduced. Beth was also 

concerned about the standard of interpreters across the college:

So far [the college] have five interpreters... Two of the interpreters I 
wasn’t pleased by any means to have them because they are 
rubbish at interpreting. They are very patronising. They baby the 
[deaf students], which to me is an insult to our intelligence. (Beth)

Beth did not feel able to effectively challenge the quality of provision due to 
already established college policy. The direct management of support 

workers by College B can be understood as a form of symbolic violence 
through which some sign language users can feel obliged to succumb to the 

linguistic discourse of the majority culture in a bid to succeed.

8.4 Conclusion

The progress made in each college and university to date has not gone 

unnoticed. Initiatives such as School (Dis)ability Advisers, a Register of 

Support Workers, standardised exam papers and the plethora of ‘new builds’ 

incorporating the latest technology, are examples of good practices which 

are beginning to emerge and which are encouraging to see. The data 

discussed in this chapter however, suggests that the experiential reality of 

third-level education continues to be characterised by complex forms and 

practices of discrimination. Educational inequalities are not only manifest in 
their immediate consequences but extensively contribute to feelings of 

powerlessness and inadequacy in young (dis)abled people. The reactive 
nature of disclosure policies place considerable pressure upon students to
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define and categorise themselves as inherently ‘different’ at a time when 

‘fitting in’ is perceived by young people as crucial to positive experiences in 

the educational domain. Young (dis)abled people are therefore less able to 

embrace an individualised ‘choice identity’ (Beck 1992) than their non- 

(dis)abled peers.

Increases in (dis)ability support provision are widely perceived to be ‘a good 
thing’ or an indicator of institutional commitment more generally. Yet 

individualised and needs-based assessment and support continue to be 
portrayed as a ‘gift’ or ‘concession’ rather than a fundamental human right. 

Forms of support as objectified by (Dis)ability Services in higher education, 
and Learning Support in further education, are in themselves ‘carriers’ and 

perpetrators of ‘disablism’ (Thomas 1999: 48). Supports which claim to 
facilitate ‘inclusion’ must be regarded with caution. Areas of provision which 
require the individual student to adjust have exacerbated ‘deeper’ and less 
visible patterns of inequality. There were numerous instances in which the 

young people in my study sought to improve their possession of symbolic 

capital, even if this meant rejecting support. It was clear that support 
provision was experienced as an instrument of communication, cognition and 
mode of distinction between the dominant and dominated (Bourdieu 1977). 

The data thus far indicates that mainstreaming and systematic change has 
not occurred. It is this, in the context of Section 75 (1998) and SENDO (Nl) 

(2005), which is the subject of my third and final empirical chapter.
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Chapter Nine - Snakes and Ladders:
Discourses of Equality across the Field of Learning

9.0 Introduction

The context of equality, human rights and policymaking in Northern Ireland is 
distinctive (McLaughlin 2005b). The complexity of Northern Ireland legislation 

has been exacerbated by repeated suspension of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly.155 As Chapters 7 and 8 have illustrated, legislation and overt 

practices are not the primary or sole means of legitimacy. It cannot be denied 

however, that political and legal institutions play a part in perpetuating the 

domination and subordination of (dis)abled people across social fields. 

Different fields have different degrees of ‘codification’ (Bourdieu 1990a, 
1990b, 2000), that is, the extent to which a field is formally governed by rules 

and legislation. The field of learning is no exception. Legislation such as 
SENDO (Nl) (2005) and Section 75 (1998), and equality discourse more 

generally, can be understood as embodying a set of power relations and 
continued struggle over resources and values.156157 Whilst legislation 

constitutes explicit ‘rules’ of the field, they also contain implicit ideas in 
defining the prescribed and proscribed (Bourdieu 2000), and in so doing 
contribute to the production of knowledge and discourse in and around 

(dis)ability.

The data discussed in this chapter is grounded in the assumption that 

practices, in a Bourdieudian sense, cannot be reduced to mere legalities, but 

are reflective of the dialectic of habitus and structures, that is, the dialectic of 

internal ‘laws’ with external structures and codifications. Here, I explore the 

extent to which SENDO (Nl) (2005) and Section 75 (1998) have challenged 

or perpetuated educational inequalities as experienced by young (dis)abled 
people in third-level. Understandings of ‘equality’ are examined from the

155 See Chapter 2, section 2.5.
156 The Special Educational Needs and Disability Order (Northern Ireland) (2005). See 
Chapter 5, section 5.8.
157 Section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act. See Chapter 5, section 5.8.
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perspectives of young (dis)abled people and key stakeholders. The third and 

fourth sections of this chapter discuss the perceived institutional impacts of 

the Section 75 duty and SENDO respectively.

9.1 Young People’s Understandings of Equality and Questions of 
Identity

Understandings of ‘equality’ were, understandably, diverse across 

respondent samples. There was however, a degree of consensus among 
young (dis)abled people on what ‘equality’ meant for them. Here, 

understandings of equality were inextricably bound upon with questions of 

identity. The association, among young people, of ‘equality’ with same 
treatment and non-discrimination reinforces the complexity of dis-equality.158 

The varying degrees of resistance to differential treatment that I encountered 
can also be understood as unconscious resistance to those taken for granted 

practices and complex forms of discrimination which made it difficult for 

young (dis)abled people to effectively invest in the sub-field of third-level 
learning.

Equality and Identity: A Crisis of Belonging?

The desire to assume a ‘student identity’ was understood by young people in 

my study to conflict with an ascribed ‘(dis)abled identity’. The distinction 
between ‘same’ and differential treatment is one that signifies a ‘crisis of 

belonging’ (Bauman 2004) at a crucial point in the life-course (Priestley 2001, 

2003). The young people I spoke to experienced (dis)ability as disruptive to 

the management of a ‘student identity’. Typical comments included:

I just want to be treated the same (Rufus)

Its difficult... you don’t want to be treated any different. You don’t 
want to be seen as something odd. (Gareth)

158 That is, the juxtaposition of (Dis)ability and Equality. See Chapter 5, section 5.1.
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I think when you are treated [like] everyone else you are going to 
feel the same. When someone treats you differently] you are going 
to start thinking you are different... [that] there is an obvious 
difference between you and everyone else and you will notice the 
difference. The fact that I can’t see really isn’t any different. 
(Cheryl)

The marking of difference remains problematic. The distinction between 

‘same’ and differential treatment is reflective of the ongoing dialectical 

relationship between impairment and (dis)ability, and which impinges upon 
understandings of equality.159 Cheryl for example, perceived differential 

treatment as drawing unwanted attention to her impairment. The identities of 

young people like Cheryl, and associated understandings of equality, are 
"articulated through the relationship between belonging, recognition or 

identification, and difference” {Hethehngton 1998: 15). This was a recurring 

theme throughout my study wherein the main ‘unit’ of difference (Scott-Hill 

2004) was assumed to be impairment against ‘normality’. The dilemma of 
difference was recognised by one NGO:

I think difference is difficult for young people to deal with... [T]he 
more subtle you can be about the difference the better. Making less 
of a fuss about it and being sensitive to differences would make an 
awful lot of difference. Being brought out, singled out, made to feel 
different ...I think that’s why difference is quite dangerous. (NGO 
1a)

Most of the young people in my study equated ‘difference’ with ideas of 

‘otherness’. ‘(Dis)ability’ was experienced as a shameful and corrosive social 
relation rather than a neutral social status (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006: 19) 

while differential treatment was interpreted as a source of devaluation or 

perceived failure to meet prescribed ‘standards’. The assertion of a same 

treatment ethos further emerged as a form of resistance against 
individualised forms of support.160

159 This can be related back to the data in Chapter 8, section 8.2 wherein I discussed the 
conflict between forms of support and embodied dispositions.
160 Examples of resistance strategies adopted by the young people in my study were 
discussed in Chapter 8.
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Understandings of equality reflect internalisation within young people’s 

habitus of (dis)ability of what it is to be accepted and valued:

Just trying to have a conversation with someone who hasn’t a clue 
that you are deaf...How do you make that equal? Do you have to 
say to them or do you have to wear a big sign or something? It 
would maybe help if I showed [hearing aids] more but I hate showing 
[them], I hate making it an issue. Instead of the student going up 
and saying ‘I’m deaf and making an issue of it, the tutors should be 
more aware that there are people in their classes that have 
disabilities and they should be made more aware of it. But then if 
you talk about equality and stuff, it is making an issue out of it by 
saying ‘right you are deaf we have to treat you more equal’, you 
don’t like that either... Just treat me like a normal person..., don’t 
say ‘you are deaf or pinpoint it out that you have to be treated 
equally. I hate attention being drawn to it. You just want to try and 
avoid it...You don’t want a big tannoy going ‘anybody deaf in here 
please?’ (Helen)

Helen’s fear of adverse reaction and rejection is bound up with cultural 
processes of ‘otherness’ (Thomas 1999) and she views equality as an 
ambiguous concept. Helen implies that to be treated ‘more equally’ will 

require specific action, which would set her apart from her peers. Young 
people’s understandings of equality are therefore based upon their ‘feel for 

the game’ and a ‘sense of place’ (Bourdieu 1984, 1990a, 1990b). Many 

young people, such as Helen and Rufus, chose to adopt a ‘passing strategy’ 
in which they would be most likely to succeed, having taken account of 

resources, past experiences and anticipated consequences, and in 

particular, the negatively anticipated consequences of being treated 

differently. For the young people in my study, a ‘(dis)abled identity’ remains 

grounded in a ‘medicalised, impairment-based self (Barnes and Mercer 
2001: 522). The rejection of impairment-based identities can be understood 

as an unconscious form of resistance to the social construction of the 
(dis)abled/non-(dis)abled identity binary and the ability binary of which the 

former is constitutive. What also emerged from the study was the apparent 

inextricability between what young people understood as ‘acceptable’ forms 

of equality and their sense of place:
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I guess [equality means] really not being treated differently and 
having the same opportunities. I think that is really it. That is all you 
really want isn’t it? Some people would say ‘some people would 
take anything they want and use it to their advantage’ and all this 
sort of stuff. And I am sure there are certain people who are like 
that but I think the majority of [disabled] people just want to be 
treated like everybody else. (Katie)

There is an element of concern in Katie’s comment that to ask for anything 

other than same treatment and the same opportunities as her non-(dis)abled 

peers would be regarded as ‘taking advantage’ of a ‘(dis)abled status’. The 

minimal act of ‘just’ being treated like everybody else, is illustrative of 

complex forms of discrimination wherein the advantages of differential 

treatment, that is, reasonable adjustments, are viewed as a ‘gift’ rather than 
a ‘right’, and where “the only recognized power...is the one that is obtained 

by giving” (Bourd\eu 1990b: 126). This sense of place is governed not only 

by a desire to be treated the same as their non-(dis)abled peers, but that 
anything other than this could be perceived as ‘pulling rank’ (Bourdieu 2000: 
184).161

Young people’s understandings of (dis)ability and impairment in my study are 
at odds with those asserted in the (dis)ability field where collective and 

positive identity as ‘(dis)abled’ is viewed as an important political challenge 

(Barnes et al 1999; Campbell and Oliver 1996; Morris 1991; Scott-Hill 2004). 

The ambiguity of (dis)ability is illustrative not only of practices of domination 

and social stigma, but of the higher levels of social infrastructure and 

resources that are sometimes (but not always) necessary in order to achieve 
similar outcomes, and which require active identification as ‘(dis)abled’ for 
their operationalisation.162 The articulation of a (dis)abled identity and 

associated differential treatment therefore becomes confusing. For the young

161 The complex interaction between understandings of equality and ideas of identity is one 
that has remained vague in equality theorising. McLaughlin and Byrne (2006) have argued 
that issues and processes of identification, ‘passing’ and ‘membership’ have different and 
more complex meanings in relation to (dis)ability than in relation to other minority social 
statuses. Consequently, “strategies and theories of justice premised on group identification 
(for example Iris Marion Young’s symbolic equality approach, Fraser’s participative equality 
approach and so on) may be less appropriate and useful in relation to disability” (McLaughlin 
and Byrne 2006: 20/21).
162 See McLaughlin and Byrne 2006 on the ‘four eyes’ of (dis)ability, Chapter 5, section 5.1.
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people in my study, a same treatment ethos is part of assumptions about 
majority/minority relations and the perceived superiority, or rather, the 

naturalisation of the non-(dis)abled world, of which they sought to become or 

remain a part of. Beth for example stated:

I appreciated the very simple gestures from hearing people. I
always thought they were superior to me (Beth)

The complexity of identity processes and the prevalence of complex forms of 

discrimination make recognition and acceptance of inequalities of condition 

problematic for young (dis)abled people. The following observation made by 

Bauman (2004) is central to this dilemma: "The ambivalence most of us 
experience...when we are trying to answer the question of our identity is 

genuine. The confusion it causes in our minds is also genuine. There is no 

foolproof recipe for resolving the troubles to which that confusion leads, and 
there are no quick fixes or risk-free ways of dealing with all this” (Bauman 

2004: 98). It is this ‘crisis of belonging’ which has contributed to the 
convolution of dis-equality theor\s\ng.

Legislating for Change - Young People’s Perceptions of SEN DO

Most of the young people in my study had limited awareness of the changing 

educational landscape in Northern Ireland. While awareness of the DDA 
(1995) was evident, introduction of SENDO (Nl) (2005) passed by largely 

unnoticed. This was in spite of apparent moves by the policy sector to 

actively raise awareness of the new duty:

There were over three thousand copies of [the SENDO consultation 
document] sent out. We had copies sent out to every school; we 
had copies sent to all the libraries and doctor’s surgeries. We also 
had leaflets sent out. So the public was very, very well aware of it. 
We had over two hundred and fifty five responses! Very, very 
positive. Overall about 90% of the comments received were either
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strongly support or support the legislation. (Policymaker - Pre-16 
Education 1)163

The young people who were aware of the new SENDO legislation, or of 

(dis)ability legislation more generally, regarded the developments with some 
cynicism. Gareth highlighted how the increasingly ‘formal’ approach to his 

support had taken him by surprise. Gareth suggested that this concern was 
motivated by the impending SENDO legislation rather than any genuine 

desire to effect change:

I noticed... not necessarily this year, but the beginning of my third 
year compared to my second year, that the [academic] 
staff...approached me. And it seemed to be really quite formal and I 
was wondering why they were doing that ...it seemed like a bit of a 
token gesture.... I was just wondering [why]..., it seems that that 
would probably tie in the fact that the university was forced to do 
this. And that is the way this system at the moment feels. It feels 
like the university put [support] in place because they had to, rather 
that any real thought behind it. So they are being seen to be doing 
this. (Gareth)

There was a general consensus among young people that winning hearts 
would be central to the success of any legislation. Most young people had 
personal experience of discriminatory practices and were suspicious of any 

policy or legislation that claimed to enhance equality or eradicate 
discrimination:

I think [SENDO is] a good thing but it’s unfortunate that they need to 
put it in law, because it’s [the] kind [of] thing that you feel should be 
a moral or an ethical duty... rather than a legal requirement. I’d say 
at the minute I will try and look at it as optimistic[ally] as possible, I 
don’t personally have great faith in the DDA myself. Just because of 
some personal experiences I’ve had and those of friends. I have 
read some bits and pieces of it and sort of went, ‘well you know 
that’s fine but there’s an awful lot leeway given for people to avoid 
if. (David)

163 At the time of writing, a media campaign highlighting the main components of SENDO(N\) 
(2005) was ongoing by the Equality Commission. To date, this has included billboard 
campaigns; television commercials; newspaper advertisements and promotional materials.
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Katie suggested that all legislation invariably had loopholes and were merely 

an expression of tokenistic gestures:

I know there is a disability discrimination act. To be honest with you 
it is not worth the paper it is written on. As long as they ask you the 
same question as everybody else they can still turn you away 
potentially because you have a disability and say we gave [the job] 
to this other person because blah, blah, blah. To be honest with you 
I think laws, or parts or them, are not worth the paper they are 
written on. Because if they can get around it..., where there is a 
way they will. (Katie)

Thus, there was some implicit recognition of the ways in which the current 

state of play and existing power relations could be reproduced rather than 

challenged by legislation. The responses of young people like Katie and 

David illustrate the underlying role of complex forms of discrimination. For the 
young people in my study who were subject to discriminatory practices on a 

daily basis, SENDO made little impression:

There is too much bureaucracy involved. They say there is a new 
law, which prohibits discrimination in education to people with a 
disability. To me they are only empty words with empty promises. 
I am tired of hearing only words. I would prefer to see actions 
rather than hear the words. (Beth)

It is to this disjuncture between ‘words’ on the one hand, and substantive 
‘action’ on the other, that I now turn.

9.2 Stakeholder Understandings of Equality: Resisting Change

The pursuit of equality of opportunity was asserted as a key priority among 

policymakers and third-level institutions. What respondents understood by 

‘equality’ or ‘equality of opportunity’ was less clearly asserted. Respondents 

came across as vague, preferring to think about their answer or articulating 

that ‘I have never really thought about [what equality meant] before’ (Pre-16 

Policymaker 1). The NGOs in my study appeared to be more au fa/'f with the 

complexity of equality discourses for (dis)abled people, with one respondent
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stating that ‘the concept of equality is very complex and subtle’ (NGO 1a), 
while another suggested that ‘Unless you tie [equality] down it can mean 

absolutely nothing’ (NGO 3b).

Maintaining the Status Quo: ‘Safe’ Equality

Differential understandings of equality and equality of opportunity are 

connected to “a larger debate about the place of difference in society” (Quinn 

and Degener 2002: 1) and to the moral worth of (dis)abled people. While all 

stakeholder respondents recognised the importance of equality per se, these 
discourses remain grounded in concepts of ‘safe’ equality. In other words, the 

adopted discourses have facilitated the continued legitimacy of the dominant 
cultural arbitrary, the ability binary and prescribed educational standards and 

practices.

Institutional discourses of equality have been heavily influenced by the 
Northern Ireland legislative context and in particular Section 75 (1998) which 

expressly calls for equality of opportunity:

Equality of opportunity shapes all the equality legislation for a whole 
raft of constituencies - in fact for the whole society in Northern 
Ireland. So I understand... the promotion of equality of opportunity 
[to mean] giving people equal points of access into a system and 
taking into account within that, equal opportunity measures that 
promote better access for constituencies who have previously had 
difficulty in accessing the system such as education, such as 
positive discrimination and different positive measures to promote 
better participation on the part of disabled people or older people 
and so on and so forth. (Policymaker - Equality 1)

Discourses of equality across the sub-field of third-level education remain 

heavily influenced by ‘regulatory texts’ (Smith 2005), that is, by textual 

representations of equality as legislatively explicated. Such ‘regulatory texts’ 
are significant since they “continue to authorise and subsume local 

particularities resulting from the work of translation” (Smith 2005: 199), that
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is, they set the scene for ‘safe equality’. That many stakeholders viewed 
equality of opportunity as congruent with equal treatment, is illustrative of the 

inextricability, and for some, the potential confusion, between negative and 

positive equality across the field of learning. For example:

[Equality means] (b)eing treated the same as other 
students....having access to all the same services and facilities as 
other students. ((Dis)ability Services - University B)

Whilst advocacy of equal access to all services and facilities across third- 
level education appear laudable, complex forms of discrimination continue 

apace; their existence dismissed as ‘natural’ or inflexible. While negative and 

positive forms of equality are important steps forward, they remain weak and 
insufficient in challenging the range of inequalities, often hidden, that are 
experienced by (dis)abled people on a daily basis.164

One post-16 policymaker argued that equality was only possible in an ideal 

world, and that within third-level education, the most that we should strive for 
is the same rights as non-(dis)abled people in terms of access, rather than a 
right to further or higher education per se:

Th[e] one thing that keeps coming up... that people throw at me [is] 
about the right to further education and the right to higher education. 
But there is no right to further and higher education. You have the 
right to education, yes, up until you are sixteen years of age but after 
that it is either something that you go and do or you don’t go and do. 
And I’m talking as a whole, not some specific part of the community 
or anything like that. It’s trying to ensure that people with disabilities 
have the same rights, when it comes to accessing] further and 
higher education that anyone else does. That’s the key to it...It all 
boils down to an ideal world as if equality is meant to mean equality 
then everyone should have everything that everyone has. 
(Policymaker - Post-16 Education 1)

164 McLaughlin has also argued that both “negative equality...and equality of opportunity are 
unable to fully appreciate the impact of histories of injustice and inequality on individuals 
within disadvantaged groups and categories or the impact on groups and categories as 
plural entities” (McLaughlin 2005b: 2).
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The implication here is that since we do not live in an 'ideal world’, the 
continued existence of inequality is inevitable and ‘natural’. Enabling access 

to the ‘same programmes and services’ on the same basis as non-(dis)abled 

people fails to recognise and challenge the taken for granted ‘rules’ upon 

which such services and other everyday practices are based. The 

experiences of young (dis)abled people in my study suggest that existing 
concepts of non-discrimination have been insufficient.165 Indeed, "The 

inadequacy of the simple concept of direct discrimination to analyse, 

categorise and convey such experiences, still less prevent their occurrence 
or remedy them, is self-evident" (McLaughUn et al 2006: 4).

(In)Equality of Opportunity and the Individualisation of ‘Ability’

The interpretations of each institution in relation to ‘equality’ and ‘equality of 
opportunity’ illustrate the extent to which educational under-achievement and 
under-participation continue to be individualised. While University B 

appeared to have to have an extensive understanding of ‘equality’ and 
‘equality of opportunity’, this was the exception rather than the rule:

At the end of the day [equality] depends on... what is the goal of 
equality that you are trying to achieve? And treating everybody the 
same... It might be the same poor service for everybody. And it 
may well be that through treating people differently you end up 
actually doing more good overall than if you treated everybody the 
same because the thing is people are not the same...Just as 
equality of opportunity is not actually about treating everybody the 
same and I think that is a common misunderstanding that people 
think equality or equality of opportunity is about treating everybody 
the same. To me it is not. (Senior Management - University B)

The third-level institutions I spoke to, by and large associated equality of 

opportunity with enabling young (dis)abled people to ‘achieve their potential’:

People should be able to achieve their potential and therefore if it is 
within their potential to achieve something then the physical

165 Chapters 7 and 8 discuss these experiences in detail.
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disability should not be the thing that stops them. That is equality of 
opportunity...It doesn’t mean everybody can do everything. It 
means everybody should be able to achieve their potential and a 
physical problem should not stop them achieving their potential.
[P]art of that is an internal thing where [young disabled people] have 
to be encouraged to aspire. (Senior Management - College B)

The contention by College B that it should not be ‘the physical problem’ that 

prevents young (dis)abled people from achieving their potential is illustrative 

of enduring ideologies and processes of medicalisation. Such an approach 

assumes that the educational inequalities experienced by young (dis)abled 

people are the direct result of impairment rather than the implicitly 

discriminating and naturalised practices of the cultural arbitrary. Equality of 

opportunity, then, is understood to be about assisting young (dis)abled 

people ‘overcome’ their impairment so they can then compete on the same 
basis as their non-(dis)abled peers.166 This negates the prevalence of 

complex forms of discrimination. The underachievement of young (dis)abled 
people is further explained away by College B on grounds of ‘low aspirations’ 
on the part of the young person. Whilst the role of encouragement and 
expectations must not be underestimated, alone they are insufficient.167 The 

inadequacy of aspiration-raising in overcoming persistent inequalities was 

recognised by an NGO respondent who argued that:

I think people can be encouraged but there is a difference between 
encouraging people to do something and supporting them to do it. 
(NGO 3a)

Individualised conceptions of equality were also asserted by policymakers. 

For example:

At the end of the day, in an inclusive and egalitarian society we need 
to accommodate for diversity in all of its senses. I suppose that will 
always be constrained wouldn’t it, by the realities of the capacity for

166 The view that ‘physical problems’ should not hinder the achievement of innate potential 
corresponds to those early approaches to equality theorising wherein ideas of ‘individual 
misfortune’, or compensation for ‘bad brute luck’ were prominent and where any subsequent 
inequalities result from individual choice. See Chapter 5, section 5.3.
167 This assumption can be understood as part of the ideological process of ‘Blaming the 
Victim’ (Ryan 1976) wherein “The formula for action becomes extraordinarily simple: change 
the victim” (Ryan 1976: 8), and is linked to ideas of ‘desert’ and ‘effort’.
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society to adjust to a whole series of different elements. But as far 
as possible an individual should not in any sense be held back by 
personal circumstances pertaining to health or whatever, 
(Policymaker - Pre-16 Education 2)

This comment is particularly interesting given that the respondent assumes 

on the one hand, that society needs to accommodate for diversity, but on the 

other hand, that the extent of accommodation will be restricted by the 

‘capacity of society to adjust’. Thus emphasis remains on the innate ability of 

the (dis)abled person to fit into the existing cultural arbitrary which is 

assumed to be inflexible. Any inequalities that exist may therefore be justified 

on the basis that it is not ‘reasonable’ to expect society to adjust, or that 

those structures and cultural processes cannot, or should not, adjust. The 

respondent also suggests that an individual should not be ‘held back by 

personal circumstances pertaining to health...’ No account is taken of factors 

existing outside of the individual impairment for which institutions may be 

held responsible. Taken for granted’ processes and practices, and other 

complex forms of discrimination are omitted.

From Equality of Opportunity to Equality of ‘Outcome’

Discourses based on equality of opportunity assume that fair competition can 

exist, that the rules of the competition are fair, and that the outcome of the 

competition is also fair (McLaughlin 2005b: 9). The inadequacies of 

discourses grounded in equality of opportunity were widely recognised by 

NGOs:

You can promote equality of opportunity for people and still hate 
them. And you can still think badly about them and all of those 
things. You can’t actually say the words now because there is anti- 
discrimination legislation but it doesn’t stop you thinking (NGO 3a)168

It was clear that policymakers and third-level institutions accepted little 

responsibility for the continued existence of inequalities. NGOs were well

168 In 2005, Hate Crimes legislation was extended to include (dis)ability alongside religion, 
sexual orientation and ‘race’ as one of the grounds on which hate crime is prohibited.
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aware of the real effects that could emerge from the cumulative effects of 
disadvantage:

[Young people with visual or hearing impairments] go into training or 
go into further education or they go into a specialist college across 
the water and then they get their qualifications from [age] nineteen 
onwards. Which means they are years behind everyone else. A lot 
of people with disabilities are quite angry about the fact that the 
system leaves them in a different place and equal opportunity needs 
to recognise that. (NGO 1a)169

Thus, assumptions of cultural familiarity continue to be maintained while 

inequalities of condition are ignored, and prescribed standards 

misrecognised. As was illustrated in the previous section of this chapter, the 
naturalisation of prescribed standards, and the socially constructed ability 

binary on which these are based, can have a profound impact upon young 

people’s habitus of (dis)ability and third-level experiences. The knowledge 
implied by discourses of equality is “inseparably a sociology of recognition 
and misrecognition, that is, of symbolic domination” (Bourdieu 1990: 24). The 

liberal paradigm of equality of opportunity is therefore singularly 
inappropriate in addressing the range of inequalities experienced by the 
young people in my study.

One NGO in my study had clear ideas about the limitations of equality of 
opportunity and felt that it did not go far enough in challenging the 

inequalities experienced by (dis)abled people:

I would like the duty to promote equality of outcome. You can get to 
the same place using a whole lot of different paths. And it is not so 
much [about] where you start; it is about where you end up. So for 
us we would like it to be stronger than equality of opportunity. (NGO 
3a)

The concept of equality of outcome was perceived as much more 

substantive than equality of opportunity. The respondent suggested that 

prescribed standards and measures of ability should be reflective of the

169 ‘Across the water’ is Northern Irish slang for mainland UK.
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diverse needs and abilities of (dis)abled people, and of the population more 

generally. As with the term ‘opportunity’, ‘outcome’ is more complex than it 

first appears and can mean different things in different settings (Cavanagh 
2002). The term ‘outcome’ is here understood to be stronger than 

opportunity, or as a form of ‘real opportunity’, but without suggesting that 

everyone has, or should have, exactly the same output:

Equality of outcome would mean that for example, if you were 
thinking about education, if somebody needed a reasonable 
adjustment... say, take five years to do something instead of three 
years or whatever, that whoever the provider is would understand 
that issue [and] that the person wouldn’t be penalised for taking the 
extra time that they need. The equality of outcome would [be] that it 
might take you three years and it might take me five years but we 
would both end up with the same thing. (NGO 3a)

In the context of my study, it was this latter conceptualisation of equality and 
interpretation of ‘outcome’ which came closest to an equality of condition 
approach. NGO 3a’s equality of outcome approach can be understood as a 

form of resistance against the prescribed and proscribed (Bourdieu 2000) 
across the field of learning, and against which the abilities of (dis)abled and 
non-(dis)abled people are ‘equally’ measured. This conceptualisation of 

equality, which is in contrast to the ‘safe’ articulations of policymakers and 
third-level institutions, “...is in a sense a politics of perception aimed at... 

subverting the order of things by transforming the categories through which 
[(dis)ability] is perceived, [and] the words in which it is expressed” (Bourdieu 

1990: 186). It is also clear, however, that such challenges continued to be 

constrained and hindered by processes of misrecognition.

9.3 Section 75 and the Field of Learning

Having explored conceptualisations of equality from the point of view of the 

young people in my study and other stakeholders, I now turn to examine the 
impact of Section 75 of the 1998 Northern Ireland Act as it relates to 

(dis)ability.
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New Beginnings?

By calling for equality of opportunity as opposed to ‘non-discrimination’, the 

Section 75 duty has placed equality firmly on the Northern Ireland agenda in 

a much more explicit fashion. The positive equality duty constitutive of 
Section 75 has provoked intense debate and reaction throughout public and 

NGO sectors. The mainstreaming provisions of the duty require public 

authorities to promote equality of opportunity between nine different groups, 
including (dis)abled people, through participative forms of governance.170 

However, public awareness of the duty and its provisions remain minimal:

Section 75 is a phrase that I think a lot of people know about in the 
voluntary and community sector. More know about it in the public 
sector, but in terms of the [general] public I would say, a twenty 
pound bet, go out now and stop ten people and ten of them will look 
at [you] blankly if you mention Section 75. It’s still something to be 
worked through. (Policymaker - Equality 1)

The potential of mainstreaming to radically challenge current institutional 
arrangements and to highlight complex forms of discrimination must not go 
unnoticed. The success of the duty in doing so will depend on the spirit in 

which it is adopted and the ways in which ‘equality of opportunity’ is both 

interpreted and operationalised. As has already been discussed, with the 
exception of some NGOs, stakeholder interpretations of equality of 

opportunity remain limited and continue to perpetuate rather than challenge 
hierarchical social divisions. The interpretations and perceptions of Section 

75 can be understood as reflecting institutional discourses of equality and 

(dis)ability more generally. Senior management across third-level institutions 

were extremely positive about the Section 75 duty. Senior Management in 

University B took the view that:

Section 75 should be a very powerful piece of legislation because to 
my mind it moves away from ‘thou shalt not’ equality legislation to 
mainstreaming the policy and to making people think about the 
equality aspects of everything they are doing instead of seeing it as

170 See Chapter 5, section 5.8.
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an add-on at the end...Equality issues including disability issues 
should be part of the policy makers focus right from the start. And in 
the long run if section 75 is successful and people really buy into it 
and don’t just tick boxes to say they have done things, we should 
have a much more inclusive society and more inclusive policy 
making and more inclusive outcomes of policy making. (Senior 
Management - University B)

It is interesting to note that University B indirectly distinguishes between 

‘formal’ compliance and ‘committed’ compliance. This corresponds with 

McLaughlin and Paris’ (2004) finding that while there has been widespread 

compliance with the duty, this has largely involved 'creative minimisation’ or 

‘formal’ compliance as opposed to meaningful or committed compliance. This 
distinction is an important one since “the former obeys the letter of the law 

while the latter attempts to engage with the spirit as well as the letter of the 
/aw” (McLaughlin 2005c: 12). Within University B then, there appears to be 

‘top-level commitment’ to the duty. The potential gap between levels of 

compliance was highlighted by policymakers:

Corporately the universities are very anxious. Whether that 
translates into the day-to-day ness depends on so many other 
factors doesn't it? It’s the cultural change we need... The legislation 
certainly gives us the basis for demanding the cultural change but 
[does] not necessarily always deliver it. (Policymaker - Pre-16 
Education 2)

The extent of cultural change is, to some extent, shaped by differential 

processes of interpretation within third-level institutions on what the duty 
means. This process of interpretation illustrates the way in which the Section 

75 duty can become an invisible form of power and subtle control. Third-level 

institutions are able to maintain the existing social order and minimise the 

level of threat to existing practices and discourses of (dis)ability. It was 

evident however, that some colleges were attempting to engage with the 

spirit of the law by viewing the duty as an opportunity to improve and build 

upon existing services for (dis)abled people:

[Section 75] is really requiring us to think about disability in 
everything we do. Now we have equality impact decisions. If we
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are going to change fees we do an equality impact assessment on it. 
So it has produced thinking about people with disabilities]. But what 
that has done is to make us more disabled (sic) friendly and I have 
to say the people with disabilities responded. We have now more 
customers. This has been beneficial because we are not like the 
universities with a fixed number of places. So by being more 
‘disability friendly’ we have actually had a positive response. Two 
years ago we would have had four hundred people but now we have 
more than two thousand [disabled students]. Now that is fifteen 
hundred extra customers because we have been focused on this. 
So it all depends on whether you see [Section 75] as a burden or 
not. This is something we should be doing and it has actually 
created an opportunity for us. (Senior Management - College B)

That College B has attracted more (dis)abled people seemingly as a result of 

mainstreaming policies and participative forms of governance, suggests that 
Section 75 has had some level of impact. What is less clear is the extent to 

which the duty has enabled identification of, and challenge to, complex forms 
of discrimination, particularly those practices grounded in assumptions of 

cultural familiarity. These practices of recruitment, academic measurement 
and participation fail to recognise the extensive inequalities of condition that 

exist and which continue to perpetuate processes of symbolic domination. 
The experiences of young people in my study, which were discussed in 
chapters 7 and 8, suggest that deeper structures of domination and 

oppression remain entrenched throughout the field of learning.

There appeared to be a distinction between perceptions of Section 75 at 
management level and perceptions of Section 75 at service level. 

Management perceived the impact and consequences of Section 75 as more 

far-reaching. For example:

[Section 75] certainly had an impact on our admissions policy. It 
also has [had] an impact on what we do - on the general widening 
participation work that we do. And I suppose one of the impacts is 
that it makes you stop and stand back, look and think, which is no 
bad thing. (Senior Management - University A)

This was in contrast to those who were working in (Dis)ability Services or 

Learning Support across third-level. Typical comments at this level included:
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I suppose the section 75 [duty] has put equality issues more on the 
agenda but I can’t honestly say personally that I have seen a 
massive change. ((Dis)ability Services - University A)

Personally I think that the DDA and SENDA have had a more 
significant impact. I don’t know enough of Section 75 to answer 
that. ((Dis)ability Services - University B)

We got the training and so on and we were told and we were aware 
of it and we were told that this was going to impact on the college 
and then we more or less just get on with [our] job then after that, 
and you wait until it actually does impact. (Learning Support - 
College A)

Section 75 was perceived as having a lesser impact on discourses of 

(dis)ability than the DDA and SENDO (2005). Given that SENDO had only 

recently come into force at the time of interview, and is specific to (dis)ability, 
it is not surprising that attention was beginning to shift away from Section 75 

at service level. Even though Section 75 is a positive duty requiring active 
promotion of equality at all levels of an organisation, the interviewee from 

College A suggests that they simply have to ‘wait until it actually does 
impact’. Thus there is no immediate requirement for change to existing 

practices unless ‘problems’ or adverse impacts have been actively identified 
through impact assessment.

Equality of Opportunity - An Employment Issue?

There continues to be a general misconception throughout the field of 

learning that equality of opportunity is about recruitment and selection, and 

the ways in which jobs should be allocated (Cavanagh 2002). Impact 

assessments of recruitment and selection emerged as a key priority for third- 
level institutions. The association between Section 75 impact assessments 

and recruitment and selection, rather than institutional practices relating to 

day to day learning for students, was most clearly highlighted by College A 
and University B:
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Interestingly enough when we get equality of opportunity training in 
this Institute it is all about recruitment and selection for staff. 
Because that is the place all the litigation is going to come...if 
people feel they are unfairly treated in terms of applying for a post. 
The equality of opportunity [policy] from the Human Resource 
prospectus is completely different from the equality of opportunity 
from a student coming in here and wanting to access one of our 
courses. And actually if you ask for an equality of opportunities 
policy you will get the recruitment and selection one not the one that 
deals with open access to students. So the focus really is [on] the 
[area] where if something has the potential to go pear shaped, which 
is mostly to do with recruitment and selection - that’s the big issue 
with management. Because that’s the area, if it goes wrong it can go 
badly wrong. (Learning Support - College A)

The focus so far has not been on students with disabilities because 
the first equality impact assessment we did was on staff recruitment 
and selection. (Senior Management - University B)

The relevance of Section 75 to (dis)abled students and institutional practices 

of learning was understood as ambiguous. At the time of writing, no impact 
assessments have been completed by the universities or colleges in my 
study in relation to (dis)abled students or institutional pedagogies more 

generally. College A had begun this process some time ago:

We were recently last year...working on a document that was to do 
with access. And it was to do with impact assessment on looking at 
[access] from student services perspective to see how the legislation 
tied in with people actually accessing the courses. That is an 
ongoing exercise. I don’t even think we have it finished yet. It’s still 
in my pending tray. (Learning Support - College A)

It is across the domain of recruitment and selection that third-level 
institutions stand to lose the most if challenged. Whether SENDO will go any 

way in redressing this discrepancy remains to be seen. The decision taken 

by third-level institutions to assess employment practices can be understood 

as having further implications. By choosing which policies should be 

assessed, and in what order, universities and colleges continue to organise 

their practices in a hierarchical manner. In so doing, impact assessments 
inevitably become a “textually coordinated process” and continue to 
"subordinate people’s experience to the institutional” (Smith 2005 187) in a
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way that becomes congruent with existing institutional discourses of 
(dis)ability and practices of domination. Institutional emphases remain on 

meeting statutory requirements rather than facilitating systematic or 

institutional change.

Participative Forms of Governance

Engagement with the voluntary and community sectors across Northern 

Ireland is a central aspect of the Section 75 duty. However, while the NGOs 

in my study were supportive of the rationale behind the duty, there was a 

growing sense of disillusionment; something that was also identified by 

McLaughlin and Paris (2004). There are fundamental concerns that narrow 

interpretations of equality of opportunity will not have a significant impact on 

inequalities of condition (McLaughlin 2005c). Even though all of the NGOs I 

spoke to had responded to a variety of consultations from public sector 
bodies, including third-level institutions, the extent of real impact this had 
generated for (dis)abled people was unclear:

I think [impact assessments] have raised the awareness ...of 
different categories of people. I think that can only be a good thing 
but I would sort of question the effectiveness of it. (NGO 4a)

I don’t know that [Section 75] has yet done any good but I think it 
has potential. (NGO 3a)

I haven’t seen any major changes. I haven’t seen [Section 75] 
creating any gold playing field yet for any visually impaired young 
people in education or in general. I can’t see the evidence of it really 
changing much. (NGO 1b)

The potential for Section 75 to enhance equality of opportunity for (dis)abled 

people across social fields was widely asserted. Some NGOs spoke of the 

danger of using terms like ‘consultation fatigue’, ‘overload’ and ‘paper 

exercise’. NGOs who had been involved in campaigning for the positive duty 
feared that the progress that had been made, both in implementing Section 

75 and in developing participative forms of governance, and the potential for 

future change, would be undermined:
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Most of the anti-discrimination legislation like the gender legislation, 
the fair employment legislation and the race legislation in Northern 
Ireland require people not to discriminate as opposed to giving a 
positive duty to promote equality of opportunity. So I think section 
75 is much stronger in that sense...I think the other thing is 
everybody is talking about consultation fatigue. That’s very 
dangerous because what that means is people who don’t want to 
consult have a big opportunity to say ‘we have people who don’t 
have the capacity to do this etc.... So we should ease their burden 
and not give them so much consultation.’ So I think it’s very 
dangerous. I think it is very, very dangerous for the disability sector 
to be saying we are ‘consulted out’. I think it is very legitimate to say 
we don’t have the resources to do the work properly but that’s 
different than saying what’s the use of it..? (NGO 3a)

Despite the importance accorded to participatory forms of governance, there 
is also a danger that "user participation and influence in the governance of 

public services [will] remain limited and controlled by the government and/or 
managerial staff’ (McLaughlin 2005a: 5). For example, by the amount of 

information that is provided in consultation documents, the length of 

documents, and the way in which comments from consultees are received.

Institutions and government departments can therefore end up reproducing 

existing practices and complex forms of discrimination by determining the 
way in which assessment and consultation processes are carried out. This, 

along with insufficient resources and inadequate consultation periods 
contributes to the "pseudo-democratisation of policy-making and public 

service governance” (McLaughlin 2005a: 5). While social relations of power 

across the field of learning may have initially been threatened by the Section 

75 equality duty, structures and cultural processes are invariably reproduced. 

One NGO described how young (dis)abled people continue to be excluded 

from consultations:

Blind young people in particular, because of a lot of consultation 
documents and information is in print, a lot of it is not accessible to 
them and they don’t really get a change to consult or say anything 
about anything. They are never invited to focus groups, consultation 
groups, I don’t think any of the colleges go out and actually talk to 
blind young people and get their views on how they can make the
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place more accessible. I think that’s what needs to happen. These 
colleges, they have to make legally their places accessible for young 
people. They need to speak to them, the likes of our forum. 
Anybody can come and talk to them if they want to but it needs them 
to come and talk to them face to face. (NGO 1 b)

This assertion resonates with McLaughlin and Paris’ (2004) recommendation 

that “Procedures need to be further developed for consultation with children 

and young people, and others who are not usually consulted with directly” 

(McLaughlin and Paris 2004: 32). This issue of under-participation is being 

increasingly recognised across the policy sector:

We think that departments in the main have been consulting using 
the written word. That excludes those who don’t really have a great 
understanding through the written word. So there is quite a bit of the 
population we aren’t tapping into and finding out what they think. In 
other words, what I’m saying is, we want to open our eyes to 
different methods of consultation for different types of groups for 
different subject areas. We want people in the department to stop 
and think what way are we going to consult on this particular policy? 
Not just to do it always the same way. It’s about trying to think a bit 
outside the box. Instead of just, we have produced this bit of piece 
of paper and we will send it out and we will see what happens. We 
are trying to say, well, what’s the best way to actually consult with 
people? What’s the best way to engage with people or groups for 
the nine categories in section 75 and other interested parties? Is it 
always the best idea to send out a bit of paper? Is it better to have 
meetings, [a] public forum? What's the best way? (Policymaker - 
Pre-16 Education 1)

There appears to be a degree of recognition of the way in which the 
familiarity and presumed linguistic and cultural ‘competence’ of the non- 

(dis)abled population maintains (dis)abled people in positions of domination, 

not least in apparently neutral processes of governance. The bias, across 

consultation processes, of written forms of linguistic expression does little to 

enable effective participation by those who have been most affected by 

extensive inequalities. Genuine attempts by the policy sector to engage with 
the spirit of the duty by identifying and redressing existing constraints to the 

participative process, may pave the way for more substantive outcomes 
which have hitherto remain elusive.
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There is little evidence in my study to suggest that Section 75 of the 1998 
Northern Ireland Act has had any impact in identifying or redressing the 

educational inequalities that continue to be experienced by young (dis)abled 

people. The continued emphasis on equal opportunity in employment terms 

has restricted the potential for real change, that is, the potential of Section 75 

to evoke substantive change has been watered by liberal conceptions of 
equality (McLaughlin 2005c).171

9.4 From Section 75 to SENDO: A second chance?

The Northern Ireland legal position relating to discrimination in education has 
been highly ambiguous.172 Absence of the DDA from education effectively 

signified legal tolerance of inequality and direct discrimination for young 
(dis)abled people across the field of learning (Byrne and McLaughlin 

2005).173 At the time of interview, policymakers, third-level institutions and 
NGOs were preparing for SENDO. The last part of this chapter examines 
stakeholder perceptions of SENDO. More specifically, if Section 75 has not 

closed the equality gap for young (dis)abled people in third-level education, 

what are the prospects of SENDO in doing so?

SENDO - Playing ‘catch-up’

The delayed introduction of SENDO in Northern Ireland is, understandably, a 

particular bone of contention among the NGO sector. There was 

disappointment that the Northern Ireland political situation had directly 

impacted upon, and ultimately enabled the continuation of discriminatory 
practices against (dis)abled people in the field of learning:

171 The data discussed in this section correspond with the findings of McLaughlin and Paris 
(2004), and McLaughlin’s argument that; “The heady brew of hidden agendas, mismanaged 
expectations and misunderstandings which result, run the risk of bringing public consultation 
and participative policy-making into disrepute as the organisations of civil society experience 
consultation fatigue, phoney sincerity and a lack of regard for the truth” (McLaughlin 2005a:
18).
172 See Chapter 5, section 5.8.
173 The DDA requirements relating to third-level education were limited to the obligation to 
provide information about the provision of education facilities made for (dis)abled people by 
the institution. SENDO came into force as an Order in Northern Ireland in September 2005; 
four years after SENDA (2001) in Great Britain.
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You can turn around and criticise the college and the institution, its 
bad practice on their part and you can say ‘well....!’ [but] at the end 
of the day you don’t have any legal stronghold because there is no 
legislation there. I think that is disgraceful. Here we are three years 
[after SENDA] and we still haven’t got it in Northern Ireland. (NGO 
4b)

The initial anticipation and optimism that had surrounded the legislation in its 

early days had been transformed into a ‘waiting game’:

Overall it’s positive that [SENDO is] coming and it’s disappointing 
that it has been delayed for so long. It has been really difficult 
because we thought we had it, we thought it was virtually in place 
and then just with the political situation in Northern Ireland the 
delays have been very disappointing (NGO 3b)174

NGOs in my study felt that while postponement of SENDO had been 
unavoidable, its inception in Great Britain should have facilitated a process of 

wider learning:

My views on SENDO are that it is very weak. They have already 
discovered the disadvantages of it in GB and nobody is learning any 
lessons because it came through as an Order in Council. I think that 
it’s one of the uncounted damages that has been caused by the 
suspension of our Assembly. Because we could have got it changed 
and we could have made [SENDO] a lot better if we had an Assembly. 
(NGO 3a)

Yet, the provisions of SENDO in Northern Ireland have mirrored those of 

SENDA in Great Britain. The lack of ‘lessons learned’ from the Great Britain 

experience was a recurring theme for all NGOs in my study. Not only has the 

suspension of the Northern Ireland Assembly effectively ‘allowed’ long- 

existing institutional practices of direct and indirect discrimination to continue 

unchallenged, but Its long-awaited enactment has occurred without redress 

of the shortcomings evident in the Great Britain experience; particularly in

174 The suspension of the Northern Ireland Assembly and restoration of Direct Rule has had 
far-reaching implications for the Northern Ireland equality agenda, including SENDO. The 
specificity of the Northern Ireland legislative context has meant that “The suspension of 
devolution...and the re-introduction of direct rule arrangements changed the ways in which 
policy development and reform occurred” (McLaughlin and Paris 2004: 31).
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relation to resources and training, degrees of ‘reasonableness’ and 

definitions of (dis)ability (Davis 2003; Riddell et al 2005). The policymakers in 

my study did not perceive the identification of shortcomings as part of their 
role:

What we’ve essentially got here at the moment is the same as 
what’s available in GB. Like everything else, I’m sure some people 
would say there are shortcomings in it. And I know some people 
have, but it’s not for me to sit and say there are shortcomings in [the] 
legislation. All I do is put the legislation there. (Policymaker - Post- 
16 Education 1)

The absence of legal challenge from policy quarters relating to the provisions 
of SENDO is another example of the ways in which legislation and 

‘regulatory texts’ (Smith 2005) become part of ‘routine regimes’ of social 

action. By reinforcing a ‘them’ and ‘us’ culture, in spite of consultation, 
legislative processes continue to consecrate rather than challenge the 
symbolic order through presented ‘mastery’ and ‘control’ of the game.

Gearing up for Change

I will now turn to explore the perceived implications of SENDO (Nl) in 

addressing hitherto taken for granted institutional practices and discourses of 

(dis)ability. Policymakers were keen to assert the positive nature of the 
legislation and felt that SENDO would make a substantive difference to the 

numbers of young (dis)abled people accessing third-level education:

I would say [SENDO is] going to make a huge difference to what’s 
actually available to people. We are going to go to this situation 
where people are going to access things that they couldn’t 
previously, because colleges, as I am sure you are aware of 
yourself, are going to have to make adjustments to make sure they 
can. The overall outcome of it should be that people with disabilities 
do have far better access to further and higher education. 
(Policymaker - Post-16 Education 1)

The assertion that ‘people are going to access things that they couldn’t

previously...’ illustrates the extent to which institutions have unconsciously
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acted as legitimate sites of reproduction by transmitting messages that third- 

level education is ‘not for the likes of (dis)abled people. The same 

policymaker was keen to ensure that third-level institutions did not merely 
seek to scrape the ‘bare minimum’ in terms of compliance. Moreover, it was 

important that colleges and universities engaged with the spirit of the 

legislation by viewing it as a positive step forward as opposed to a ‘stick’ with 

which they could potentially be punished (Riddell et al 2005):

That’s not what the legislation is about... It’s not about slapping 
people down and saying you should be doing this. It’s more to do 
with encouragement. It’s a positive approach... In an ideal world it 
should be something that people should be doing anyway but we all 
know it doesn’t operate like that...It’s like everything else, until you 
put a legislative requirement in place, some people will and some 
people won’t. So I think if we put a minimum in there then we can 
hope that it’s going to exceed that. (Policymaker - Post-16 
Education 1)

SENDO is, to some extent, perceived by policymakers as something of a 

‘magic wand’ and an immediate solution to the educational inequalities 
experienced by young (dis)abled people. By calling for ‘reasonable 
adjustment’, some element of indirect discrimination and differential 
treatment is recognised. The need to take account of indirect and complex 
forms of discrimination is vital since “directly discriminating behaviours and 

processes were only ever the ‘tip’ of the iceberg of oppression and 

inequality” (McLaughUn et al 2006: 7). However, the elaboration of differential 
treatment that currently exists in SENDO is insufficient and remains 

insensitive to young people’s habitus of (dis)ability. The need for a ‘minimum’ 

standard undermines the moral worth of (dis)abled people, and subjects 

students in diverse education settings to the ‘luck of the draw’ As with 
Section 75 the potential gap between ‘formal’ and ‘committed’ compliance 

remains. Thus, while SENDO claims to reduce educational inequalities, there 

is a danger that these will emerge in reconstituted forms and that immanent 

structures of the game will continue to be naturalised so long as ‘minimum’ 
standards are reached. As Bourdieu argues, “The harder it is to exercise 

direct domination ... the more likely it is that gentle, disguised forms of
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domination will be seen as the only possible way of exercising domination...” 

(Bourdieu 1990b: 128).

One policymaker in my study interestingly suggested that SENDO would be 

more relevant to further education than higher education:

In some respects I think the further and higher education sector are 
both acting differently. I think the further education sector is more 
used to people with disabilities in it. For example they would pull 
from a wider selection from the community in Northern Ireland so 
they will be educating people with a huge range of academic 
abilities. Where[as] the higher education sector is quite lucky in 
some respects that it is only catering for those who have been able 
to get to degree level or a higher distinct level. So... in that respect 
they don’t have to worry about certain elements. (Policymaker - 
Equality 2)

The suggestion that the higher education sector is quite ‘lucky’ in that it does 

not have to ‘worry about certain elements’, that is, (dis)abled people, clearly 

illustrates the ability binary that continues to differentiate between non- 
(dis)abled people and (dis)abled people. The implicit assumption that 
(dis)abled people do not have the ‘ability’ to progress to degree level is 
disconcerting. While it is certainly true that further education colleges have 

traditionally ‘attracted’ relatively large numbers of (dis)abled students, this 

may have been the only option at the time, particularly in light of emphasis 
on discrete provision. Assumptions that (dis)abled people will not progress to 

higher education fail to recognise familiarity with the dominant cultural 

arbitrary and the potentialities of capital that often precede university entry, 

and which have prevented young (dis)abled people from investing therein. In 

other words, this policymaker fails to recognise the role of complex forms of 

discrimination in excluding young (dis)abled people from the echelons of 

higher education.

(Dis)ability and Learning Support providers in University A and College B 
welcomed SENDO:
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I think it is going to have a major impact and it’s going to make 
people think about their policies and practices. I think it can only be 
to the good. (Learning Support - College B)

I think it has to be welcomed. I think it will put students with 
disabilities on an equal footing on the equality legislation and that it 
should never have been left out of the DDA in ’95 in the first place. 
((Dis)ability Services - University A)

There was a view that SENDO would act as a ‘lever’ in assisting support 

providers raise awareness throughout the campus and enable collaborative 

working with academic staff. Both College B and University A hoped the legal 

emphasis of SENDO would shift the onus of responsibility from designated 

(dis)ability and student support to institutional policy and practice more 
generally.

Respondents at senior management level suggested that while SENDO was 

ultimately a positive move, it would not have a major impact on existing 
discourses of (dis)ability such was the extent of progress that had been 

made. Senior Management from University B stated that:

[SENDO] is a positive thing in the sense that hopefully it will make a 
difference... I think the negative aspect of [SENDO] is [that] 
compliance is arguably for a less noble reason than it should be but 
if it gets the results then... But going back to what the university is 
about and the institution which is being inclusive, then one would 
like to think that any policies or practices which excluded, even 
unintentionally, any person or persons who could benefit from a 
higher education learning experience, we would wish to embrace 
positively. So I would prefer to think that that was the motivation 
behind what we were doing rather than driven by legislation. Having 
said that, a deadline in legislation does concentrate the mind 
wonderfully. So in terms of giving impetus to that and sometimes 
enabling us as an institution to leverage funds or whatever to assist 
with the implementation then in that sense it can be hopeful. But I 
think and I hope what we have been saying... has demonstrated that 
we are not sitting around waiting for SENDO. Certainly in all the 
time I have been here there has always been a lot happening in 
terms of disability [despite] the fact that we weren’t required by law 
to do all the things we have done (Senior Management - University 
B)
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The suggestion here is that University B have done all they need to do and 

have done so in the absence of legislative requirements. While it is certainly 

true that progress has been made, the data discussed in Chapter 8 suggest 

that this falls far short of eradicating the myriad of inequalities experienced 
by the young people in my study.175 Focus remains on eliminating practices 

of direct as opposed to indirect discrimination. Indeed, University B 

recognised that most progress had emanated from enhanced physical 

access across the campus at the expense of teaching and learning. 
Nonetheless, SENDO would be helpful in accessing additional funding to 

assist with further implementation.

The underlying assumption, or hope, that SENDO would not have a major 

impact on existing practices was also highlighted by College A. While senior 
management in College A appeared positive, this enthusiasm was not 

shared by learning support services in the college. It is useful at this stage to 
note that the level of service available at College A is limited; perhaps not 

surprising given that it is situated in a relatively rural area. The assumption 
then would be that SENDO would represent a considerable challenge or 

threat. Not so:

I suppose we will know what it means for us when the Order comes 
into effect. And the number of times we appear in the High Court... 
Generally from the ethos of the college I think [work around SENDO] 
will be [on a continuum] between something we have to do, to being 
positive. I think we would be on the upper part of that spectrum in 
terms of seeing it as a positive thing. I think it is something we have 
to do but I don’t think we will have any problems to doing it. So that 
makes it something that is positive in a way. (Learning Support - 
College A)

The respondent continued:

I, knowing that it is coming, have started doing things like, talking to 
our webmaster and saying ‘look our website is going to need 
standards’ or talk to the marketing person and say ‘look what are we

175 For example, in Chapter 8 I discussed how the university’s widening participation strategy 
did not specifically target (dis)abled people, and how the absence of complaints suggested 
that (Dis)ability Services were operating well.
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doing in terms of making our materials [more accessible]?’ Having 
said all of that I think legislation can only do so much for people. 
And I don’t think it is going to make a tremendous impact on 
individual students and I don’t think it is going to result in more 
students getting a better quality of provision... I don’t see our 
practice changing dramatically as a result of it. I think, yes, our 
website hopefully will get some work done to it. And I think our 
marketing materials will be available maybe in more formats than 
they are now. Beyond that I would like to think that [we] would keep 
plodding at what we are doing now. (Learning Support - College A)

The Learning Support Co-ordinator of College A fails to recognise that the 

extent of individual impact SENDO will have, will by and large be determined 

by institutional practices and discourses of (dis)ability. The limited impact 

envisaged by the respondent resonates with Bourdieu’s contention that the 
dominant grouping will favour actions compatible with reproduction of the 

hierarchical social order. College A, by choosing the least disruptive path to 
take, seeks to minimise the threat of SENDO. That College A wish to ‘keep 

plodding at what we are doing now’ suggests that discourses of (dis)ability, 

here at least, will continue to be heavily influenced by legitimised biomedical 
and welfarist conceptualisations. The extent to which SENDO will effectively 

challenge involuntary identity ascriptions of (dis)abled people as ‘dependent’ 
or ‘other’ is questionable.176 The definition of (dis)ability contained within 

SENDO is the same medical based definition utilised by the DDA (1995). 

The exemplification of (dis)ability therein merely enables existing thinking 

around ‘(dis)ability’ as ‘impairment’ and the ‘other’ to be reproduced. In so 

doing, the state is able to confer a legitimate sense of (negative) existence. 
This negative existential status will continue to underpin institutional 

discourses of (dis)ability, and ultimately maintain young (dis)abled people in 

positions of disadvantage unless effectively challenged.

Reasonable Adjustment: Snakes and Ladders

The limitations of SENDO and the problems of interpretation were 

extensively recognised by NGO’s. Most NGOs, while welcoming, were also

176 In Chapter 8, I highlighted how College A continued to use the term ‘handicap’, and 
associated access to (dis)abled students with intervention from social services.
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wary of being over-optimistic. In these quarters, SENDO was understood to 

be a ‘beginning’ rather than an ‘end’:

It’s a first step that’s all it is, it’s not an end - it’s not a completion. I 
think 10 years down the line we might be getting closer to something 
which is useful and much stronger for people. The bottom line is 
resources, and the system will be trying to hold back on resources 
and people’s rights will be demanding resources. So the function of 
legislation as it’s interpreted by the education establishment would 
be to use SENDO to keep the brakes on education access, 
curriculum access [and] social inclusion. (NGO 1a)

This interviewee demonstrates suspicion as to the rationale behind SENDO 

and suggests that it will be used as a reconstituted instrument of 
reproduction rather than change; a means of subtle control and regulation. 

The interviewee suggests that the power of interpretation will enable third- 
level institutions to retain control. In this way, SENDO has the ability to 
emerge as the ‘friend’, not ‘foe’ of the cultural arbitrary. This resonates with 
Bourdieu’s argument that "Law does no more than symbolically consecrate... 

the structure of power relations among the groups and the classes that is 
produced and guaranteed practically by the functioning of these 

mechanisms” (Bourd\eu 1990b: 132).

The concept of reasonable adjustment emerged as a particular bone of 

contention. For NGOs, reasonable adjustment and justifiable discrimination 

were the key weaknesses of SENDO. For the third-level institutions in my 

study, ‘reasonable adjustment’ was perceived as their ‘saving grace’. The 

complexity of reasonable adjustment and justifiable discrimination has been 
highlighted by Riddell et al (2005a) who rightly argue that "The notion of 

‘reasonableness’ is evidently a somewhat slippery concept which may be 

interpreted differently in a variety of contexts” (Riddell et al 2005a: 79). This 

was certainly the case in my study, and there are perhaps more ‘snakes’ 

than ‘ladders’ to be had:

SENDO for further and higher education is basically the DDA. So it 
has got all the weaknesses of the DDA and... you can justify 
discrimination against people in it. (NGO 3a)
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None of the discrimination legislation, in discriminating against 
Protestants or Catholics or discriminating against women or men 
has any concept of justifiable less favourable treatment. So that’s 
our principle problem with it. (NGO 3b)

The potentially justifiable rationale for discrimination has been a key feature 

of all (dis)ability legislation (McLaughlin and Byrne 2006). Implicit within 

understandings of justifiable discrimination and reasonable adjustment is the 

idea that (dis)abled people and their needs are ‘burdensome’. That 

(dis)abled people can still be subject to ‘justifiable discrimination’ and ‘health 

and safety’ considerations, is something that would be deemed intolerable 

and inappropriate for those whose differences are grounded in gender, 
‘race’, religion or class. The principle of justifiable discrimination reinforces 

the naturalisation of the dominant cultural arbitrary for whom difference 
grounded in impairment is ‘abnormal’.

The third-level institutions in my study suggested that the concept of 
‘reasonable adjustment’ reduced the potential threat and fear surrounding 
SENDO:

I think the key phrase in all the legislation is that we are required to 
make reasonable adjustment. We would have some people who 
come to us with a wish list - This is all the very best in what’s 
available worldwide and this is what I want’. And that might be fine 
and good but that may not be the best and most reasonable 
adjustment for that particular class or for that particular individual. 
(Learning Support - College B)

Once again we see an example of reduced autonomy on the part of the 

(dis)abled student in that the college is able to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to a particular 

request on the grounds of ‘reasonableness’. It is also interesting to note that 

the interviewee suggests that the adjustment the individual student requests 

'may not be the most reasonable adjustment for that particular class’. Yet it is 
the individual student who will be aware of what will be most beneficial in 

particular situations. What works for one visually impaired or deaf student 

may not work for another. The reasonable adjustment clause therefore fails
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to challenge the supposed institutional ‘mastery of the game’ (Bourdieu 

2000: 230).

The safety net of reasonableness was also highlighted by College A:

[SENDO] is legislation and it is something that we have to prepare 
for and there are issues of involvement, which as you know are 
untested because there has been very little litigation in this area. So 
we, like everyone, are feeling the boundary of what will be 
reasonable adjustment. And I would say from this college’s point of 
view we would be as reasonable and take that definition as broad as 
we possibly can beyond a certain limited account of finances and 
resources. (Senior Management - College A)

While senior management at College A appeared to adopt a relatively broad 
understanding of ‘reasonableness’, the Learning Support Co-ordinator 

suggested that this would be their ‘way out’ should any difficulties arise:

I think yes, students can fight for their right in [College A] but at the 
end of the day if we don’t meet their needs [under] the law then.... 
its always going to be the fine print attached to statements where it 
will say, ‘they will provide whatever they can, but within the contexts 
of the resources that are available’...! heard that sentence yesterday 
at the Education and Library Board. A special needs advisor telling 
a parent, we will provide what we can within the restraints of our 
budget or what’s available. That’s, if you like, the loophole or the get 
out clause. (Learning Support - College A)

The construction of reasonable adjustment is central to levels of compliance 
emerging from SENDO. Definitions of ‘reasonableness’ will continue to exert 

ideas of support as a ‘gift’ rather than an undeniable ‘right’. Blair and Lawson 

(2003) suggest that the inconsistencies inherent in SENDO reflect an 

apparent unwillingness to bring young (dis)abled people into the equality 

framework. The data discussed here converge with Bourdieu’s observation 

that “To ‘observe the formalities’ is to make the way of behaving and the 

external forms of the action a practical denial of the content of the action and 

of the potential violence it can conceal” (Bourdieu 1990b: 126).
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9.5 Conclusion

Institutional discourses of equality, as they currently exist, fail to 

acknowledge the prevalence of complex forms of discrimination across the 

field of learning. Understandings of equality fall short of Baker et al’s (2004) 

five dimensional framework, and, among stakeholders, remain highly 

individualised. Significant inequalities remain across all five dimensions. It is 
clear that an equality of opportunity approach is inappropriate for dis-equality 

theorising. I argue that, for young (dis)abled people in particular, 

conceptualisations of equality cannot be easily separated from questions of 

identity. The articulations of the young people in my study, is at odds with 
current equality theorising. The inadequacy of a minority group approach to 

(dis)ability stems from the latter’s need for positive identification as 

‘(dis)abled’; something which was strongly resisted by the young people I 

spoke to. This resistance is indicative of young people’s rejection of 
individualised forms of support and complex forms of discrimination.

Systematic change emanating from Section 75 (1998) remain impalpable. 

Interpretable constructions of ‘safe equality’ have enabled current 
individualised and impairment-based discourses of (dis)ability to continue 
largely unabated. Despite the challenges of SENDO (Nl) (2005), there is a 

danger that this too will resemble a ‘snakes and ladders’ game unless the 

slippery concepts of ‘reasonable adjustments’ and justification for ‘less 

favourable treatment’ are addressed. The contention that (dis)abled people 

are now fully recognised as human beings with substantive rights remains 

debateable given the plurality of manoeuvres allowing the cultural arbitrary of 

a non-(dis)abled world to be reproduced.

Nonetheless, SENDO (Nl) (2005) represents a crucial step in the right 

direction. It provides a platform upon which further change can emerge. 
Whether or not SENDO will facilitate the uncovering of deeper structures and 

the arbitrariness of educative measures of ‘ability’ remains untold. SENDO's 

success will depend on levels of committed compliance and goodwill. It is 
important that all (dis)abled people are aware of SENDO's provisions lest it
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becomes hidden or conveniently forgotten. SENDO merely represents a new 

beginning, not an end nor a magic wand. As Blair and Lawson have argued; 
“There is still some way to go before disabled people can truly be said to be 

entitled to a system of comprehensive, enforceable civil rights in education” 

(Blair and Lawson 2003: 55).
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Chapter Ten - Conclusion 

The End of a Journey: From Ability to (Dis)ability

10.0 Endings

This final chapter brings the thesis to a close. Here I summarise the research 

questions which have guided this thesis, the theoretical framework used to 

analyse the data and the key findings that have emerged. Before addressing 

these issues, it is important to bear in mind that I do not claim to represent 

the experiences of all (dis)abled people, all deaf people or all visually 
impaired people. Rather, ‘this is what some (dis)abled people have 

experienced and these are [my] conclusions’ (Shakespeare 1997: 181). The 

findings are, however, significant in so far as they provide a qualitative insight 

into the range of oppressive and apparently ‘neutral’ practices across the 
field of learning which negatively impact upon young (dis)abled people’s 
journey to and within third-level education. As I have illustrated through 

Chapters Seven, Eight and Nine, these practices are highly contingent upon 

complex forms of discrimination and the socially constructed ability binary. It 
is on these grounds that I strongly endorse the social theory of Pierre 

Bourdieu in advancing our understanding of the practices of (dis)ability and 

the juxtaposition of objectivity and subjectivity that lies therein.

10.1 The Research Questions

The research questions which have guided this thesis are as follows: 

Research Question 1:
What are, and how can we best understand, those practices which make it 
difficult or prevent young (dis)abled people from achieving their full potential 
and ambitions in third-level education settings?

Research Question 2:
How have third-level education providers understood and interpreted their 
statutory duty to promote equality of opportunity, access and inclusion for 
(dis)abled people, arising from (dis)ability and equality legislation, and what 
steps have they taken to fulfil these duties?
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The utilisation of multiple perspectives across diverse samples, that is, 
among young (dis)abled people and key stakeholders, has enabled me to 

uncover the plethora of ways in which practices, in a Bourdieudian sense, are 
mediated by the habitus of (dis)ability, the field of learning and the 

potentialities of capital. The emergent findings contained within this thesis are 

indicative of the indomitable ambiguities across the field of learning and the 
social world more generally. I have argued that these ambiguities of practice 

emanate from majority/minority social group relations between non-(dis)abled 

and (dis)abled populations and complex forms of discrimination. I argued that 

practices of (dis)ability arbitrarily locate ‘ability’ in the minds and bodies of the 
non-(dis)abled majority, and outside of the minds and bodies of (dis)abled 

people. In other words, practices of (dis)ability are heavily contingent upon a 

socially constructed ability binary which distinguishes between the ‘abled’ 
and ‘(dis)abled’ and designates particular skills and characteristics as 

meritorious. I contend that the more one’s impairment is perceived to deviate 
from the ‘norm’, that is, the more one is unable to conform to the prerequisite 
‘body beautiful’ of the cultural arbitrary, the more redundant these 

constructed notions of ‘ability’ and ‘merit’ become.

Ultimately, the young people most likely to reach and succeed within third- 
level education are those who possess the right types and levels of capital 
(economic, social, symbolic and cultural capital); are able to convert and 

utilise these forms of capital; conform to assumptions of familiarity and 

normative measures of ‘ability’; and who are able to successfully adopt and 

maximise strategies of ‘passing’. Young (dis)abled people who do not meet 

these prerequisites continue to be marginalised across the field of learning. It 

is the assumptions inherent within the cultural arbitrary along with taken for 

granted notions of ‘ability’ and complex forms of discrimination (McLaughlin 
et al 2006), which make it difficult for young (dis)abled people to achieve their 

full potential and to succeed within the sub-field of third-level education. 

These practices of ‘inclusion’, ‘support’, ‘equality of opportunity’, academic 

selection, and their meanings, continue to be misrecognised and taken for 
granted.
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Policy discourses around access, ‘inclusion’ and ‘equality of opportunity’, 
which were initially threatened by Section 75 (1998) and SENDO (Nl) (2005), 

have re-emerged as conservation strategies, assisted by a language of 

‘reasonableness’, justifiable discrimination, and impairment-based discourse. 

The relationship between third-level institutions and young (dis)abled people 

is reflective of a ‘gift’ exchange controlled by those within policy and 

educational circles with the power to define, to give - both practically and 

symbolically, and to take away. Practices of ‘inclusion’ are grounded in the 

rules of a non-(dis)abled arbitrary for whom the phrase ‘Welcome into my 
world’ is intransigent. The remainder of this chapter provides an overview of 

these themes in broader detail.

10.2 Utilising the Social Theory of Pierre Bourdieu

The lens of domination and oppression depicted by a Bourdieudian 

framework has been invaluable in enabling me to identify those practices 
which constrain or enable young (dis)abled people to succeed within third- 
level education. The data discussed in this thesis has been underpinned by 

the Bourdieudian juxtaposition of objectivity and subjectivity. This relational 

mode of analysis has eluded much (dis)ability theorising despite the potential 
for theoretical advance (Chapter 3). The juxtaposition of objectivity and 

subjectivity upon which analysis of my empirical material is based can be 
formulated in the following way:

[(habitus of (dis)ability) (capital)] + field of learning = the practices of
(dis)ability

Practices of (dis)ability are not merely a mechanical effect of external 

constraint or rationalisation, but a set of ‘circular relations’ mediated by the 

habitus of (dis)ability, forms of capital and the field of learning. Within each 

field are a set of positions or relations between (dis)abled and non-(dis)abled 

social groups as defined by their respective possession of power and capital. 

The field of learning therefore becomes a site of struggle and resistance
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between majority and minority populations over values, resources and 
processes of stratification.

My analytical framework has been grounded in the Bourdieudian dictum that 

cultural resources, processes and institutions both locate and maintain young 
(dis)abled people within self-perpetuating social hierarchies of domination. 

More specifically, that cultural resources, processes and institutions across 

the field of learning have perpetuated the difficulties experienced by young 

(dis)abled people in progressing to and within third-level education in contrast 

to their non-(dis)abled peers. The social theory of Pierre Bourdieu has 

enabled me to move beyond the confines of the materialist or structuralist 
approaches that are often applied to (dis)ability whilst falling short of the 

relativist viewpoints of postmodernism (Chapters 3 and 6). Ultimately, I have 
been able to explore the ways in which ‘behaviour [is] regulated without being 
the product of obedience to rules’ (Bourdieu 1990a: 65).

10.3 The Problem of Capital and Symbolic Profit Maximisation

The unconscious possession, accumulation and conversion of various forms 

of capital emerged as a recurring theme across my study. Chapters 7 and 8 

highlighted the diversity of ways in which young (dis)abled people unwittingly 

sought to enhance their initial disadvantaged positions by adopting strategies 

of ‘passing’ and orienting practices towards the maximisation of symbolic 
profit. Strategies of ‘passing’ and the accumulation of symbolic capital were 

perceived as vital to successful investment in third-level education. The 

practice of improving involuntary positions of subordination placed the young 

people in my study under considerable pressure as they sought to ‘prove 

themselves’, ‘fit in’ or be ‘like everyone else’. This desire to be like non- 

(dis)abled young people was reasserted via doxic ideas of ‘ability’ and merit, 
and their "implicit definition of the fundamental virtue of conformity, the 

opposite of which is a desire to stand apart from others” (Bourdieu 1990: 
161).
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As noted in Chapter 7, familial discourses were significant in inculcating 

within young people’s habitus of (dis)ability, performative visions and 
dispositions to act. The dispositions learned during the early years became 

manifest within third-level education and young people’s resistance to 

individualised forms of support at university or college often mirrored the 

practices experienced in childhood. Parental holdings of capital and their 

interaction with the cultural arbitrary were significant in maintaining or 

enhancing the positions of the young people in my study. Holdings of cultural 

and social capital significantly impacted upon parental decisions of school 

location with parents relatively rich in social or cultural capital more likely to 

send their children to local mainstream schools. Parents perceived 
mainstream education as offering their child the best chance to do well, both 

in the short and long term such was the extent of misrecognition in relation to 

normalised and ‘best’ educational practice. In so doing, parents were able to 
inadvertently orient practices towards the maximisation of symbolic profit. 
Those young people in my study who attended mainstream school were 
more likely to progress to higher education compared to those young people 
who attended segregated education. School location then, becomes a form 

of cultural and symbolic capital impinging upon investment levels in further 
and higher education.

Decisions of school location were not only contingent upon parental holdings 

of capital, but on the ‘ability’ of the young person to conform to normative 

measures and mainstream pedagogies. This had particular implications for 
young people with more severe levels of hearing or visual impairment, and 

for whom mainstream education was not perceived to be an option. Thus, the 

initial disadvantaged positionings of young people attending ‘special’ school 

becomes unstintingly reproduced throughout primary and secondary 
education settings. This was in contrast to those attending mainstream 

school who were, to some extent, able to conform to non-(dis)abled 
pedagogies. Moreover, as I illustrated in Chapter 7, decisions of school 

location often instilled parameters of imagined possibilities within young 

people’s habitus of (dis)ability, as was evident through the active 

discouragement by some teachers in ‘special schools’ of aspirations deemed
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unattainable or incompatible with the ascribed position of young (dis)abled 

people.

This is not to say that once young people were in mainstream settings, that 

they were able to progress without difficulty. All of the young people I spoke 
to experienced some level of difficulty with pedagogic practices, particularly 

those practices requiring linguistic capability. Failure to do so, however, was 

understood by both the young people and other stakeholders in my study as 

resulting from individual deficit and not from the arbitrariness of mainstream 

pedagogy. Some young people attending mainstream education were only 

accepted to the school initially on a trial basis before being given ‘permission’ 

to stay, or until they had demonstrated ‘ability’ to conform and effectively 

utilise normalised pedagogies.

The familiarity of parents and the wider family circle to the cultural arbitrary 
was also pivotal in assisting young (dis)abled people in applying and 

engaging with the transition to third-level education. In Chapter 8 I discussed 
how young people’s decision to invest in third-level education was often pre
empted by familial encouragement and the information that young people 
were able to gain about (dis)ability support from parents or siblings. Parents 
also played a key role in setting up meetings with support services in college 
or university.

It is interesting to note that those young people who attended mainstream 

education were more likely to resist forms of support in university or college 

compared to those who had previously attended special school and who 

were more accepting of support provisions (Chapter 8). The rejection among 

some young people of individualised forms of support has links with parental 

resistance of social services or welfare provision during the early years 

(Chapter 7). Within third-level education, the embodied dispositions of young 

people played a key role in mediating structures and practice towards the 

orientation of positive symbolic capital or profit through managing support or 
adopting strategies of passing.
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The implications emerging from this are two-fold. Firstly, forms of support 

within third-level reduce young (dis)abled people’s capacity to ‘pass’. This 

illustrates the complex negotiation of boundaries many of the young people in 

my study experienced. Moreover, chances of success were understood to be 

associated with normalised conceptions of ability and the capacity to be ‘the 

same as everyone else’. The adoption of ‘passing’ strategies can be further 

understood as a form of resistance to the negatively experienced signifying 

effects of individualised support in third-level settings, and of accepting a 

‘(dis)abled’ identity per se. Yet this meant that some young people such as 

Gareth and Helen were left without support while the non-(dis)abled bias of 

third-level settings continued. Secondly, the need to adopt strategies of 
‘passing’ is indicative of deeper structures of domination and oppression 

which continue to locate ability and merit in non-(dis)abled bodies and minds, 

and which makes processes of ‘passing’ seemingly necessary in order to 

succeed. Not all young (dis)abled people will want to or will be able to ‘pass’. 
These young people will continue to be marginalised from third-level 

education. The accumulation of symbolic capital by those who are able to 
‘pass’ or conform to legitimised discourses creates the illusion of a ‘fair 

competition’, yet negates the extent to which the rules of this competition 
continues to exclude those who, because of the nature of impairment, are 
unable to conform to naturalised pedagogies or modes of selection. It is this 

which makes it so difficult for young (dis)abled people to successfully 

progress to third-level education on their own terms.

10.4 ‘A Minority of One’ - The Paradox of ‘Support’

Practices of support experienced by the young people my study prior to and 

within third-level education, continue to accord priority to the legitimate and 

familiar needs of a non-(dis)abled majority in contrast to the singular needs 

of a few. In other words, the young (dis)abled people in my study continue to 

be conceptualised throughout the field of learning as ‘a minority of one’ 

rather than a member of a socially constructed or disadvantaged group 

(McLaughlin and Byrne 2006). Emphasis remains on the difficulties young
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(dis)abled people have with legitimised practices of teaching and learning 

and not on the difficulties that emanate directly from the construction and 

naturalisation of such practices, that is, upon complex forms of 

discrimination. The paradox of support is one that has perpetuated the 

educational inequalities and difficulties experienced by the young people in 

my study (Chapters 7 and 8).

Access to the curriculum throughout pre-16 education is highly regulated by 

naturalised forms of linguistic expression (Chapter 7). Practices of support 

sought to enhance the young person’s linguistic capability or development. 

The language of support focuses on changing the (dis)abled person and 
rectifying or overcoming perceived individual deficit. No attempt is made to 

challenge the assumptions of familiarity and arbitrary notions of ‘ability’ on 

which the curriculum is based. Thus young (dis)abled people, particularly 

those who are blind or sign language users, are unable to participate on their 
own terms. Much time and energy is spent on harnessing linguistic 
development, seemingly oblivious to young people’s frustration. This also 

meant that young (dis)abled people fell further behind their non-(dis)abled 
peers in learning and meeting normative standards.

The relationship between the young person and the support provider, 
whether in pre or post-16 settings, can be conceptualised as a ‘gift’. At the 

heart of this gift exchange are the twin concepts of misrecognition and 

symbolic capital. Misrecognition enables the process of oppression and 

domination to continue disguised and unabated in a way that renders 

“unrecognisable the true principle of its efficacy” (Bourdleu 1990b: 118). Thus 

the ‘gift’ of support is part of conscious and unconscious efforts to “regulate 

the routine of the ordinary course of events” (Bourdieu 1990b: 118). That 

some young people experienced delays in receiving requested support such 

as materials in Braille or computer software, but accepted this delay and 
expressed a sense of understanding or gratitude (Chapter 8) is an example 

of this ‘gift relationship’ and of the manifestation of symbolic or gentle 
violence. Similarly, the lack of choice and autonomy granted to sign language 

users in further education who were unable to choose preferred interpreters,
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is indicative of unequal relations of power between the ‘gift giver’ and ‘gift 

receiver’. Differences in styles and fluency of sign language between the 

young person and the interpreter and the conflict this led to in a classroom 

situation were blamed on the young person even though sign language was 

his or her first or natural language. It was the young person who had to adjust 

their mode of expression to facilitate support mechanisms rather than the 

interpreter or ‘gift giver’. Once again, the young people in my study were not 

able to participate in the field of learning on their own terms.

(Dis)ability or Learning Support services in further and higher education 

unwittingly become part of the structures of domination and oppression that 
perpetuate social divisions. Support provisions based on assessment of 

individual need emerge as a form of symbolic violence. Practices of support 
such as notetakers or speedtext as they currently exist (see Chapter 8), 

place undue attention on the functional limitations of impairment and 
contribute to the constructed negative existential status of (dis)ability and 

processes of ‘othering’. The focus on functional solutions is ‘safe’ and ‘easy’ 
and continues to disguise the arbitrary nature of teaching and learning. One 
of the important findings to emerge from the study was the ways in which the 
young people I spoke to resisted the individualisation of support and the 

burden of work that resulted from direct responsibility for form-filling or 

payment of support workers. Despite resistance, the irony here is that young 

people also misrecognise ways of being and doing. As most of the young 
people in my study were the only one in their class or department who had a 

(dis)ability, each found in the conduct of his or her peers, the ‘done thing’ 

through which he or she was able to gauge the ‘feel for the game’. This 

resonates with Swartz’s argument that “Actors misrecognise the arbitrary 

character of their social worlds when they take for granted the definition of 

rewards and of ways of obtaining them as given by field. An unintentional 

consequence of engaging in field competition is that actors, though they may 

contest the legitimacy of rewards given by fields, nonetheless reproduce the 
structure of fields” (Swartz 1997: 126).
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Some good practices were however beginning to emerge in University A. The 
mainstreaming of (dis)ability provision appeared to be gaining momentum. 

The initiation in University A of (Dis)ability Advisers in all university schools 

and faculties along with pockets of good practice such as standardised exam 

papers which took account of diverse needs were highly encouraging to see. 

Practices such as these must continue and information must be shared within 

and between institutions. The ‘trickle’ effect of such practices must not be 

underestimated and there is an element of hope that one institution may draw 

upon and implement the initiatives of another, albeit for less than noble 

reasons of maintaining a competitive ethos.

10.5 Complex Forms of Discrimination and Conservation Strategies

Discourses of (dis)ability, inclusion, and equality as articulated by institutions 
in my study can be understood as objectifications of dominant world visions. 
These discourses are much less challenging than they might appear and 

become manifest as strategies of conservation rather than subversion of 

existing practices. These discourses contain implicit messages about 
majority/minority social group relations and the ability binary therein. In so 

doing, they become part of the routine regimes that enable complex forms of 
discrimination to persist, that is, of institutional and systemic discrimination 

(McLaughlin et al 2006).

Institutional discourses of (dis)ability are characterised by their inherent 

reproduction of (dis)ability as individual deficit or reduced capacity, albeit in 
less explicit forms. While some of the young people in my study experienced 

direct discrimination (for example Katie, Chapter 7), indirect and complex 

forms of discrimination were much more widespread. The challenges of 

Section 75 (1998), SENDO (2005) and widening participation have 

heightened the need for change, but remain encroached in ‘safe’ change in 

ways that are favourable to the cultural arbitrary. Policies remain insensitive 

to young people’s habitus of (dis)ability and dispositions to choose. The focus 

on absolute numbers rather than qualitative experience allows the
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marginalisation of young people who have more severe impairments, to be 

ignored.

Declarations of ‘inclusion’ fail to sufficiently challenge the rules on which the 

immanent structures of the game are based. ‘Inclusion’ and third-level entry 

(to higher education in particular), remain conditional on meeting normative 

measures of ability; at the same time promoting an illusion of ‘fair 

competition’. This ‘conditional inclusion’ negates the extent to which 

conceptions of ability are arbitrary and positively correlated with familiarity 

and the potentialities of capital. In particular; that assumptions of linguistic 

familiarity will continue to exclude sign language users or those who rely on 

specialised technology. This form of domination becomes self-perpetuating 

and may create new patterns of participation by accepting only those 
(dis)abled people who have ‘right’ kinds of capital and are able to 
successfully become ‘one of us’ by conforming to meritocratic ideals. The 
burden of change continues to be located in the minds and bodies of 
(dis)abled people. The danger remains then, that discourses of conditional 
inclusion will contribute to hiding enduring problems and processes of 

exclusion instead of highlighting and challenging them.

Confusion between ‘integration’ and ‘inclusion’ prevails. Yet a positive 
distinction between the two is not always indicative of pastures new. 

Concepts of inclusion and equality as currently operationalised, may instead 
signify the appearance of "sympathetic participation and enthusiastic 

proximity” (Bourdieu 1990: 3). Institutional conservation strategies were 

underpinned by ‘safe’ equality discourses (Chapter 9) while the seemingly 
challenging provisions of Section 75 (1998) and SENDO (2005) were 

counteracted by their interpretative scope. Practices of creative minimisation 

and the employment oriented and meritocratic basis of equality of opportunity 

continue to perpetuate processes of symbolic domination by becoming a 

form of invisible power and subtle control. Interpretations of equality and 

equality of opportunity among stakeholders are deceptively simple and 
ignorant of the extent and types of inequalities experienced by young 

(dis)abled people. Equality of opportunity was understood to be about
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ensuring that the individual was not held back by ‘health problems’ or 

impairment (Chapter 9) rather than the ways in which institutional practices 

could themselves constrain young people across the field of learning. 

Concerns, both explicit and implicit, were raised by institutions on the ‘ability’ 
of young (dis)abled people to adjust to naturalised pedagogies, and on the 

young person’s ability to ‘cope’ and overcome their impairment to become 

‘one of us’ as opposed to a somewhat burdensome ‘minority of one’. The 

roots of educational inequalities are continually reverted back to individual 

capacity or to the practices of institutions or bodies outside of current 

institutional control. This, often subtle, practice of blame transfer is 

reminiscent of processes of ‘othering’, not least because “The Different Ones 

are seen as less competent, less skilled, less knowing...”(Ryan 1976: 10).

The voices of young (dis)abled people are largely excluded from the 

consultative domain. Participative forms of governance as promoted by the 
Section 75 duty remain subject to the quality and quantity of information 

provided by the institution in question. The subtle, and often unconscious, 
forms of power that public bodies, including government departments, 
universities and colleges, are able to draw upon in the continued legitimation 
of practice, is demonstrative of pseudo-democratisation (McLaughlin 2005a). 

Section 75 (1998) has not, to date, had a noticeable impact in addressing the 

extensive educational inequalities that exist for young (dis)abled people. It is 

difficult to say whether the examples of good practice in University A that 
have been highlighted above and in Chapter 8, result from the mainstreaming 
provisions of Section 75 or whether this was something of a natural 

progression for the University. Indeed, no association was made between 

these examples of best practice and the equality duty.

Impact assessment of SENDO (Nl) (2005) lies outside the timeframe of this 

thesis given its recent inculcation. Some initial conclusions can however be 

made. Focus remains on eliminating practices of direct rather than indirect 

discrimination. Whilst the elimination of direct forms of discrimination is no 

doubt vital; alone this is not sufficient and greater attention must be paid to 

more complex forms of discrimination lest they be driven underground. In
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Chapter 9 I highlighted how the concepts of ‘reasonable adjustment’ and 
‘justifiable discrimination’ conferred by SENDO (2005) could contribute to 

institutional conservation strategies. Thus in some aspects SENDO 

resembles a ‘snakes and ladders’ game. The success of SENDO will 

depend on how the provisions are taken on board. There is some indication 

that among the third-level institutions I spoke to, existing practices of 

complex discrimination will continue to be legitimated and glossed over 

(Chapter 9) on the basis of institutional ‘mastery of the game’ (Bourdieu 

2000: 230) and, according to support providers in universities and colleges, 

by the seemingly extensive progress that has already been made. This 

‘progress’ has not addressed the individualisation of (dis)ability, nor is 
fundamental progress evident from the narratives of young people in my 

study. ‘Progress’ is by and large measured on the basis of institutional 

recognition of the need to include (dis)abled people in the absence of any 
explicit legislative duty to do so until recently. In other words, institutional 
progress in relation to discourses of (dis)ability and equality have been 
conceptualised in terms of a ‘gift exchange’. Until there is a sense of need for 

the majority population to change deeper structures of domination and 
oppression and to instigate this change, complex forms of discrimination as 

experienced by (dis)abled people in our society will prevail.

10.6 What of Dis-Equality?

Throughout the thesis I have used the term dis-equality to illuminate, 

analytically, the intricacies and complexities of equality theorising in relation 

to (dis)ability and vice versa (in particular Chapter 5 and Chapter 9). The 

interaction between (dis)ability and equality per se has particular 

consequences for young (dis)abled people in third-level education as the 

findings in Chapter 9 illustrate.

Themes of sameness and difference, and their respective pros and cons, 
reverberated among the young people in my study. Despite the apparent 

unsuitability between (dis)ability and same treatment, it was this which was
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most widely asserted among young (dis)abled people. It is important, 
however, that this association between equality and sameness is correctly 

located in its time and place. For young (dis)abled people, understandings of 
equality were inextricably bound up with questions of identity. This was 

understandably so given the critical and transitional nature of their position in 

the life course, that is, the transition from adolescence to adulthood. This 

dilemma between same treatment for everyone irrespective of outcome, and 

differential treatment in order to achieve more equal outcomes, demonstrates 
the complexity of, and challenge to dis-equality. I argue that the location of 

these findings within a Bourdieudian framework enables further 

understanding of dis-equality. The interrelationship between the habitus of 

(dis)ability, forms of capital and the field of learning illustrate how non- 

(dis)abled ways of being and doing become internalised and, mediated by 
objective structures, enable young (dis)abled people to orient practices 

according to their ‘feel for the game’ and desire for symbolic maximisation. 
This process of symbolic domination and misrecognition allows the 
complexity of dis-equality to be highlighted in new ways, and has much to 

offer (dis)ability theorising.

A final glance at Baker et al’s (2004) five dimensional framework (Chapter 5) 

in light of my study findings suggests that young (dis)abled people 
experience inequality in all five dimensions. Inequalities in learning have 

been the overall focus of this thesis. Nonetheless, it is also clear that the 
findings point to inequalities of respect and recognition as illustrated by 

individualised conceptualisations of (dis)ability; inequality of love, care and 

solidarity as illustrated by the complex negotiation of identity boundaries; 

inequality of resources as illustrated not only by material resources, but 

various forms of capital and cultural capital in particular; and finally, inequality 

of power as illustrated by majority/minority relations between (dis)abled and 

non-(dis)abled populations (Baker et al 2004).

As I have illustrated throughout this study, concepts of direct discrimination 
can only offer limited redress. Practices of institutional and more complex 

forms of discrimination are part of those deeper structures of domination and
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oppression which maintain (dis)abled people in positions of disadvantage, 
particularly within the sub-field of third-level education and the field of 

learning more generally. It is evident that everyday practices, in the ‘ordinary 

order of things’ (Bourdieu 2000), continue to be misrecognised as natural and 

‘taken for granted’. I do not deny the indefensibility of practices which are 
directly discriminating. Rather, the professed legitimacy of the cultural 

arbitrary must also be called into question. Nor do I deny the reality and pain 

of impairment for (dis)abled people. Indeed the dialectical relationship 

between (dis)ability and impairment cannot be easily separated, and I am 
under no illusion that I have done so. This has not been the focus of my 
study. I argue that the way forward for d/s-eguaWy theorising must be located 

within a Bourdieudian framework and explicitly incorporate the exploration of 

complex forms of discrimination. Such a theoretical endeavour has much to 
offer (dis)ability theorising more generally across all social fields.

10.7 Conclusion

The journey from ability to (dis)ability has been at the heart of this thesis. I do 

not claim to have ended this journey. Instead, I have presented a meaningful 
vantage point from which this journey - and its trekkers - can be analysed. 
Questioning existing constructions of ability is important if (dis)abled people 

are to be empowered in confronting ideological influences and challenging 
their effects. So too must complex forms of discrimination be extensively 

identified and turned around. The voices of young (dis)abled people, and 

(dis)abled people more generally, must be positively welcomed. I hope by 

this stage; at the end of my journey, that I have convinced the reader of the 

vast utility of a Bourdieudian framework in (dis)ability theorising. I argue that I 

have contributed something new and original to the current state of play, not 

least to those scholarly debates relating to (dis)ability and dis-equality.
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Appendix A - The Correlates of (Dis)ability and Education

A1. Education Policies and Legislation in Northern Ireland

‘Special Educational Needs’ in Northern Ireland

Domestic legislation contains a number of provisions for children with 

(dis)abilities or ‘special educational needs’. The 1981 Education Act (GB) 

sought to eradicate the stigma from children with ‘special educational needs’ 

and integrate these young people ‘where possible’ into mainstream schools. 

The 1986 and 1987 Education and Libraries (Nl) Orders obliged local 

Education and Library Boards to identify and assess children with ‘special 

educational needs’. Moreover, a ‘statement’ was required outlining the exact 

nature of these ‘needs’ and the ‘special arrangements’ to be put in place to 

meet these ‘needs’. The 1995 Children’s (Nl) Order indirectly relates to 

education by promoting the welfare of the child and establishing provision for 

social care services for (dis)abled children in education. A year later, the 

1996 Education Order (Nl) laid down a ‘Code of Practice on the Identification 

and Assessment of Special Educational Needs’, and the subsequent 

procedures to be followed during the transition from school to adult life. It is 

interesting to note that the Order recognises the impact of ‘hearing 

difficulties’; "early recognition, diagnosis and treatment, and specialist 

support for pupils with hearing difficulties are essential to ensure that the 

child’s language acquisition, academic achievement, and emotional 

development are not adversely affected” (Education Order (Nl) 1996). This is 

illustrative of the ways in which professionals continue to exercise enormous 

power over the lives of (dis)abled people through diagnosis and labelling, 

acceptance or rejection of expressed need and through gatekeeping to 

resources, services and opportunities (Byrne and McLaughlin 2005). These 

legislative developments also fail to acknowledge the role of society in 

creating ‘(dis)ability’ and remain firmly grounded within a medical model of 

(dis)ability. The Northern Ireland equivalent of SENDA (2001) did not come 

into effect until September 2005 (SENDO (Nl) 2005).



Further Education in Northern Ireland

Widening participation and access to further and higher education have 

received increasing attention under New Labour. The 1963 Robbins Report 

on Higher Education recognised the need for the sector to expand and attract 

students from the working class. Renewed interest in the expansion of the 

third-level education sector has been assisted by the 1997 Dearing Report on 

Higher Education and the 1997 Kennedy Report on Further Education. Both 

reports advocated expansion of the respective sectors for economic and non

economic reasons. Some commentators have been sceptical of the power of 

education to compensate for external social and economic circumstances 

(Trowler 2003, Thomas 2001).

In 2001, the Department of Employment and Learning (DEL) in Northern 

Ireland published a consultation paper The Role of the Statutory Further 

Education Sector’ in response to the Kennedy Report (1997) and the 
Assembly Committee Report on the Inquiry into Education and Training for 

Industry (DEL 2001). The 1990s saw a period of extensive restructuring in 

the Northern Ireland Further Education sector. 26 Colleges were reduced to 
17 following the Stewart Review - there are now 16 further education 

colleges in Northern Ireland. Under the recent Further Education Review 

(2006), these are now being reduced further to 6 area colleges. The impact 

of this on (dis)ability provision remains to be seen.

In 1998, following the Further Education (Nl) Order (1997), colleges became 

free-standing incorporated bodies, signalling greater autonomy and 

independence. Management of colleges were no longer the responsibility of 

the five Education and Library Boards, but of college Governing Bodies. The 

Association of Northern Ireland Colleges (ANIC) is now the representative 

body for further education colleges in Northern Ireland. As with other 

Northern Ireland legislation however, this occurred five years after the rest of 

the UK. DEL has stated that this restructuring has had both positive and 

negative effects. While there has been a growth in college provision and 

recognition of their economic role, there have been difficulties relating to



governance and finance (DEL 2001: 3). It is evident from the ‘Role of the 

Statutory Further Education Sector’ document, that there is a heavy 

emphasis on the economic role of further education. The further education 

sector is perceived as central to the achievement of DEL’s overarching aim to 

"promote a culture of lifelong learning and equip people for work in the 

modern economy” (DEL 2001: 9). DEL have 3 main strategic objectives for 

the further education sector:

1. To support regional development and provide skills necessary for the 
knowledge-based global economy

2. Increase participation and widen access to those previously under
represented

3. Improve quality of provision and enhance standards of performance

(DEL (2001): 10)



Higher Education in Northern Ireland

As with further education, higher education has also grown in importance in 

Northern Ireland. In Northern Ireland there are 3 universities and 2 university 

colleges:

1. The University of Ulster with 4 campuses in Belfast, Jordanstown, 
Coleraine and Derry

2. The Queen’s University of Belfast
3. The Open University
4. Stranmillis University College
5. St Mary’s University College

The three universities have approximately 43,000 students in total (Charles 

et al 2003: 5). The mission statement of Queen’s University of Belfast is to

[PJrovide the widest possible access to learning, through 
international excellence in teaching and research in an 
environment of equality, tolerance and mutual respect, thereby 
enhancing educational, economic, social and cultural development 
in Northern Ireland and throughout the world (Queen’s University 
of Belfast Corporate Plan 2002-2007).

The University of Ulster’s respective statement is to

[B]e a model of an outstanding regional university with a national 
and international reputation for quality (University of Ulster 
Corporate Plan 2002-2007)

In Northern Ireland, DEL has responsibility for higher education policy and 

securing funding. In contrast to Great Britain, DEL also takes on the role of 

funding council and distributes funds directly to institutions. The Northern 

Ireland Higher Education Council (NIHEC), established in 1993 and 

reconstituted in 2002, is a non-executive advisory body with a number of 

duties including provision of advice to Ministers on strategic priorities and 

funding; policy and planning issues in higher education; advising on the 

function of higher education in relation to economic, cultural and social life in 

Northern Ireland; and advising on increasing participation (DEL 2005 Terms 

of Reference).



A2. Educational Settings for Young (Dis)abled People in Northern 

Ireland

Pre-16 Education Settings

In Northern Ireland, there are four broad options for deaf and visually

impaired young people at pre-16:

• A local ‘special school’ attended by young people with a range of 

impairments, and who require specialist support or technical aids not 

available in mainstream schools. Young deaf or visually impaired children 

with ‘additional needs or difficulties’ may also attend a ‘special’ school. 

Due to strong emphasis on mainstreaming, the number of special 

schools, and respective attendance, has dwindled in recent years. 
‘Special’ schools do not offer A-Levels, rather they focus on a range of 

basic education courses such as the Certificate of Educational 
Achievement (COEA), AEB basic tests and City and Guilds Numeracy 

tests. A limited range of GCSEs may also be offered.

• A local specialist school for deaf and visually impaired children. In

Northern Ireland the only school of this kind is Jordanstown Schools for 

‘Children with a visual and/or hearing impairment’ which was first 

established in 1836. The school caters for those with a more severe or 
profound hearing or sight loss and takes children from the age of 4-19. 

For deaf pupils, the school uses a ‘total communication’ approach - a 

combination of finger spelling, Signed English, lipreading and speech. For 

visually impaired pupils, use is made of Braille and computer software. 

Pupils travel from across Northern Ireland and the school has a small 

boarding department. As with ‘special’ schools, Jordanstown do not offer 

A-levels but a range of vocational qualifications in City and Guilds, AEB 

basic tests, COEA and RSA examinations along with a relatively broad 

range of GCSE options. (Byrne and Caul 2001)



Partially Hearing Units. Deaf children, particularly those who are oral 

and rely on lipreading and hearing aids, may attend a Partially Hearing 

Unit (PHU) attached to a mainstream primary or secondary school. A 

PHU is usually based in one or two classrooms on the site of a 

mainstream school and provide specialist support for deaf pupils. 

Emphasis is placed on speech therapy and language development. Pupils 

attend most mainstream classes and follow the national curriculum but 

certain classes may be provided within the PHU such as English and 

Maths. In 2001 there were 9 PHUs in primary schools and 9 PHUs in 

secondary schools in Northern Ireland. The numbers of PHUs are 

declining and the future of some PHUs are currently undecided. There 

are, however, no PHUs in Grammar Schools in Northern Ireland. (Byrne 

and Caul 2001) Pupils wishing to avail of Grammar school education in a 

specialist environment have little option but to attend a Grammar school 

for deaf young people in England.

A specialist primary or secondary school outside Northern Ireland.

While most deaf and visually impaired pupils remain in Northern Ireland 

for their primary education, some will leave Northern Ireland at age 11 

and attend specialist schools in England, Scotland or the Republic of 

Ireland. Educational experiences at certain specialist schools catering 

solely for deaf or visually impaired young people, is deemed by parents to 

be of much higher quality and necessary if their child is to gain the 

qualifications necessary for third-level education. (Byrne and Caul 2001)

A local mainstream primary, secondary or grammar school. This has 

become the most popular option as numbers attending PHUs or ‘special’ 

school dwindle. The majority of deaf or visually impaired young people 

attending mainstream schools do not require extensive support. However, 

the increased emphasis in mainstream education has witnessed a greater 

number of young people with more severe hearing or visual impairment 

choosing this option. This trend is likely to continue with the recent 

introduction of SENDO (2005). Pupils may receive regular support from a 

classroom assistant or a peripatetic teacher. The peripatetic teacher also



provides assistance to the school more generally in raising awareness 

and identifying any barriers within a classroom environment.

Post-16 Educational Provision

The educational options for young deaf or visually impaired people at post-16 

are:

• Transfer from ‘special’ or specialist school to a mainstream school 

or college. Where the young person wishes to continue their education 

and proceed to GNVQ or A-level study, they may choose to transfer to a 

local mainstream secondary or grammar school, or a local college. 

Transfer to a mainstream school at 16 is increasingly common and can be 

achieved with communication between the ‘special’ or specialist school 

and the mainstream setting, or with the assistance of the peripatetic 

service. Alternatively the young person may transfer to a local college 

where assistance may be provided by a Learning Support Co-ordinator.

• Transfer from ‘special’, specialist or mainstream school to a 

specialist sixth form or further education college outside Northern 

Ireland. This is a popular option for those attending specialist schools and 

who wish to progress further within a specialist environment (Byrne and 

Caul 2001). Colleges such as Derby and Doncaster adopt a sign 

language and deaf aware environment for young deaf people to continue 

their study with tutors who are deaf aware and enable contact with deaf 

peers or a ‘Deaf Culture’. The Royal National Institute for Blind People 

(RNIB) run colleges for visually impaired people; for example the Royal 

National Colleges, and offer extensive A-Levels and other qualifications in 

a specialist and accessible environment. Some courses may be run in 

conjunction with local further or higher education colleges.



Transfer to mainstream Further Education College or University.

Students may proceed directly from school to university or via a Further 

Education college. Prior to, or upon, enrolment, (dis)abled students may 

get in contact or be contacted by a Learning Support Co-ordinator in 

further education or a (Dis)ability Officer in higher education, to discuss 

support needs and requirements.



A3. The Correlates of (Dis)ability and Third-Level Education in 

Northern Ireland

The Northern Ireland Labour Force Survey (Autumn 2005) estimates that 

(dis)abled people are twice as likely to have no qualifications as non- 

(dis)abled people. The breakdown of qualifications as differentiated between 

(dis)abled and non-(dis)abled people can be set out as follows:

11% of (dis)abled people hold ‘higher qualifications’ compared to 26% of 

non-(dis)abled people

42% of (dis)abled people have no qualifications compared to 26% of non- 

(dis)abled people

6% of (dis)abled people have a degree or equivalent compared to 17% of 
non-(dis)abled people

21% of (dis)abled people have A-Level qualifications or equivalent compared 

to 26% of non-(dis)abled people
20% of (dis)abled people have GCSEs or equivalent compared to 24% of 

non-(dis)abled people 

(LFS 2005)

13% of hearing impaired young people progress to university compared to 

43% of those without a (dis)ability (Byrne and Caul 2001)

Table 1 - Breakdown of Qualifications

DELNI (2005) estimated that the participation rate of (dis)abled students in 

third-level education in Northern Ireland vary widely, ranging from 1% to 4% 

in further education (see table 2 below) and from 2% to 6.8% in higher 

education. However, these figures are merely estimates since they are reliant 

on student self-reporting and whether or not any support is required.



In 3 Further Education Colleges, less than 1% of the student population 

received (dis)ability support

In 6 Further Education Colleges, between 1.5% and 2% of the student 

population received (dis)ability support

In 3 Further Education Colleges, between 2.5% and 4% of the student 

population received (dis)ability support.

(DELNI 2005)

40% of (dis)abled students in further education are age 16-24

60% of (dis)abled students in further education are age over 25

In 2000, there were 171 students with a hearing impairment in further

education

In 2000, there were 32 students with a visual impairment in further education 

(Rafferty et al 2000)

Table 2 - Participation rate of (dis)abled students in third-level education

In further education, 55% of (dis)abled students had support funded by the 

Additional Support Funds (ASF) or Disabled Student Allowance; 42% from 

enhanced FTE funding and 3% from other sources. In higher education, 96% 

of (dis)abled students had their support funded through Disabled Student 

Allowance and 4% from other students (DELNI 2005).



A4. Forms of Support in Third-Level Institutions in Northern Ireland

Support in Further Education Colleges in Northern Ireland

Further education is available to anyone over the age of 16. The extent of 

support provided for (dis)abled students varies across the 16 colleges. 

Courses in further education range from GCSEs, NVQs and A-Levels to 

higher education courses such as HNDs. Each college has a Learning 

Support Co-ordinator, whose responsibility it is to ensure support 

requirements for (dis)abled students are put in place. Some colleges may 

have also have Learning Support Workers who assist the co-ordinator in 

implementing support provisions. Prior to starting college, a student may 

choose to declare a (dis)ability on a course application form, and contact with 

the Learning Support Co-ordinator will be initiated. In theory, students should 

be able to avail of support such as an interpreter, note-taker, classroom 

assistant, mobility assistance or specialist IT services. Alternative 

examination arrangements or methods of assessment may also be offered.

Further education colleges in Northern Ireland are able to avail of Additional 

Support Funds (ASF) to facilitate provision for students with (dis)abilities. 

(Article 13(1) of the Further Education (Nl) Order 1997). These funds are not 

available to students already receiving Disabled Students Allowance (DSA). 

Disabled Students Allowance is available for those students undertaking a 

higher education course in a further education college. In the 2005/6 

academic year, £1,025,000 of additional support funds were allocated to 

colleges ranging from 0.79% to 13.9% (DEL: Circular FE 10/05). Such 

allocations are dependent on the numbers of students with ‘learning 

difficulties and/or disabilities’. Additional Support Funds are eligible for use in 

conjunction with technical support (such as braillers, IT adaptations and 

software), and human support (such as an interpreter, note-taker or 

classroom assistant).



Support in the Northern Ireland Universities

Both universities offer broadly similar support and purport to focus on 

individual needs rather than assume support requirements arising from a 

particular (dis)ability. Both universities also state that they will fulfil policies 

and provide support so long as this is ‘practically possible’ (Queen’s 

University) or ‘as far as is reasonably practicable, within the restraints of the 

existing resources’ (University of Ulster). (Dis)ability Officers liaise with the 

relevant Faculty or School to ensure support is put in place and to raise 

awareness with key members of staff and lecturers on particular support 

needs.

Examples of academic and assessment support offered by both universities 

are set out in Table 3

• Photocopies of lecture notes and OHP transparencies in advance of 

lectures

• Note-taker

• Use of a Dictaphone to record lectures

• Speedtext operator

• Sign Language Interpreter

• Mobility training

• Computer software and hardware

• Extra time for assignments or exams

• Course material in alternative formats e.g. large print, audio tape, 

coloured paper or braille

• Use of a personal computer for class tests

• Provision of reading lists in advance to allow time to arrange for audio 

books to be acquired

• Staff might be asked to wear a microphone for use with a phonic ear 
system

Table 3 - Examples of academic and assessment support



Both universities also claim to provide a range of computer hardware and 

software in universities libraries or resource centres (Table 4)

• Screen reading software (e.g. HAL, SUPERNOVA and JAWS)

• Scanning and Reading Software (e.g. Kurzweil 1000 and Kurzweil 
3000)

• Screen Magnification Software (e.g. ZoomText Xtra)

• Voice recognition software (e.g. IBM ViaVoice, Dragon Naturally 
Speaking)

• Reading and Writing Tools (e.g. TextHelp System's Read & Write and 
WordSmith)

• Mind Mapping Software (e.g. Inspiration)

• CCTV and large monitors

• Anti-glare screens

• Ergonomic Keyboards

• Scanners

• Trackerballs

• Ergonomic Furniture

Table 4 - Examples of hardware and software available

Students in higher education are eligible for Disabled Students Allowance 

(DSA). DSA is intended to cover any additional costs rising as a result of 

(dis)ability. Disabled Students Allowance is distributed by local education and 

library boards and enables undergraduate students with (dis)abilities to 

finance a range of support measures (see Table 5)



• Specialist equipment allowance of up to £4,565 for the whole course.

• A non-medical helper's allowance of up to £11,550 each year or 

£8,670 for part time study

• A general disabled students' allowance of up to £1,525 each year or 

£1,140 for part time study

• Extra travel costs 
(DELNI 2005)

Table 5 - Breakdown of Disabled Student’s Allowance

The development of ‘Widening Access’ strategies have incorporated a 

Widening Access Premium’ for (dis)abled students. This is paid to each 

university, according to the number of recruits who are in receipt of Disabled 

Students Allowance. Both universities offer accessible accommodation which 

can be further adapted to the needs of particular students. Section 3 of the 

Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) Code of Practice recognises the 
participation of students with (dis)abilities in higher education, and seeks to 

raise the standard of provision for students with (dis)abilities in higher 
education. The Code recognises that there are numerous barriers which can 

impact on student experiences, from the physical environment to methods of 
teaching and attitudes. While it is not a ‘charter’ as such, it paves the way for 

universities to meet accepted QAA standards as outlined in the 24 precepts.



Appendix B - ‘Counting’ (Dis)ability:

The Prevalence of (Dis)ability in Northern Ireland

The practice of ‘counting’ (dis)ability continues to be problematic. It is only 

since 1995, that the legal definition of (dis)ability has turned towards self

definition. Social surveys are increasingly taking on the legal definition of 

(dis)ability that is outlined in the DDA (1995), yet this continues to be 

grounded in a medical model of (dis)ability. The social model of (dis)ability 

has rarely been used in quantitative measures of (dis)ability (Bickenback et al 

1999; McLaughlin and Kelly 2006).

Definitions of (dis)ability against which the population is to be measured, 

have failed to effectively recognise the fluidity and heterogeneity of labelling 

and identity. McLaughlin and Kelly (2006) suggest that the labels people 

apply to themselves and their daily experiences may or may not correlate 
with so-called professional biomedical or legal constructs, or indeed with 

those who claim to represent them. Thus disjuncture remains between the 

counting and labelling of (dis)ability on the one hand, and lived experience on 

the other. In Northern Ireland, a series of (dis)ability surveys were 
commissioned by the then Public Policy and Research Unit (PPRU). These 

surveys were designed to build on the British OPCS (Office of Population 

Censuses and Surveys) surveys to enable comparisons to be made between 

Great Britain and Northern Ireland. While largely quantitative, they comprised 

a series of reports upon which policies and further research could develop. 

The PPRU surveys consist of the following reports on (dis)ability:

1. The prevalence of disability among adults in Northern Ireland’, 

D.McCoy and M.Smith, PPRU Report 1: 1992
2. The prevalence of disability among children in Northern Ireland’, 

M. Smith, P.Robinson and B.Duffy, PPRU Report 2: 1992
3. ‘Disability and employment in Northern Ireland’, M.Smith and 

B.Duffy, PPRU Reports: 1993
4. ‘Disabled adults in Northern Ireland: Services and Transport’, 

B.Duffy, PPRU Report 4: 1995



5. ‘Disabled children in Northern Ireland: Services, Transport and 

Education’, B.Duffy, PPRU Reports: 1995

6. The financial circumstances of disabled people in Northern 

Ireland’, G.Zarb and L.Maher, PPRU Reports: 1997

Despite being based on a medical model of (dis)ability and subject to 

methodological limitations (Milner et al 2002), the PPRU surveys have been 

considered the best available source of information on (dis)ability in Northern 

Ireland and they have been used to facilitate secondary analysis by many 

researchers. Such comparisons however remain limited in scope given the 

five year gap between the datasets (Monteith et al 2002; McLaughlin and 

Kelly 2006). The PPRU surveys, like the OPCS, used a classification of 

(dis)ability based on the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) International 

Classification of Impairment, Disability and Handicap (ICIDH). Abberley 

(1991) has argued that the concept of (dis)ability within the OPCS schema 

fail to account for differential social and environmental contexts in which 

people live and the impact of variables such as gender, age and class. 

Abberley also picks up on the fact that Northern Ireland “...for no obvious 

theoretical reason, but possibly because it was feared that high rates of injury 

associated with English occupation would become apparent, possibly 

because of similarly associated difficulties in carrying out research, was 

excluded from the (OPCS) /nvesf/gaf/on” (Abberley 1991: 5).

(Dis)ability rates in Northern Ireland have varied depending on the definition 

of (dis)ability used. The most recent Labour Force Survey (Autumn 2005) 

estimates that approximately 1 in 5 (19% - approximately 196, 000) of 

working age people in Northern Ireland have a (dis)ability. The Labour Force 

Survey has incorporated (dis)ability related questions since 1997. The survey 

uses a DDA definition of (dis)ability and focuses primarily on ‘work-limiting 

disability’. The survey further estimates that 19% of females (99, 000) and 

18% of males (97, 000) have a (dis)ability. This can also be broken down by 

age:



Aqe %
16-24 10%

25-34 12%

35-49 19%

50-64 34%

Table 6 - Breakdown of (dis)ability and age

Other estimated rates of (dis)ability for Northern Ireland include the 
following:

PPRU (1990) 17%

Continuous Household Survey (CHS) (2001/2002) 26%

Health and Social Well-being Survey (HSWS) (2001) 28%

Census (2001) 24%

Table 7 - Estimated Rates of (Dis)ability in Northern Ireland (McLaughlin and 

Kelly 2006)

While the definition of PPRU survey utilised the ICIDH schema, the CHS, 
HSWS and Census used a standard definition of (dis)ability as limiting long

term illness. McLaughlin and Kelly (2006) have developed and applied a 

series of social model informed questions on the presence of (dis)ability 

within a population survey of poverty and social exclusion (the Poverty and 

Social Exclusion Study Northern Ireland (PSENI)- see Hillyard et al 2003; 

see also McLaughlin, Kelly and Scullion forthcoming). This derived (dis)ability 

variable was created by analysing the number of persons who had an 

impairment that affected five areas of their lives; mobility, personal care, paid 

work, housework, and social life. This modified scheme of questioning 

enabled comparisons to be made between those respondents who 

categorised themselves as (dis)abled but not ill and vice versa. The derived 

(dis)ability variable found that 31% of respondents had a limiting long-term 

illness or (dis)ability in Northern Ireland, considerably higher than those 

reported by other surveys. McLaughlin and Kelly (2006: 22) also suggest that 
the excessive technicism or 'spurious precision’ that has been characteristic 

of surveys such as the OPCS (1990) is unwarranted. Rather, emphasis



should be on ‘good enough policy’ (Williams 1999) or ‘good enough 

measurement’ that is fit for the purpose of identifying population needs, but 

without being excessively intrusive.



Appendix C - (Dis)ability and Poverty

The relationship between (dis)ability and poverty has been well documented 

(for example Harbison 2003, McLaughlin et al 2005). In Northern Ireland, the 

new TSN (2001), that is, Targeting Social Need, has been the key approach 

to targeting social exclusion by directing resources and efforts to those in 

greatest need, including (dis)abled people (see Dignan and McLaughlin

2002) . New TSN (2001) is based upon three key components: tackling 

unemployment and increasing employability; tackling inequalities in housing, 

health and education; and implementation of the Promoting Social Inclusion 

initiative. The policy has been subject to criticism relating to ‘problems of 

incoherence’ at the heart of TSN (Harbison 2003).

The Poverty and Social Inclusion Survey for Northern Ireland (PSENI 2003) 

sought to redress some of the weaknesses emanating from TSN in relation to 

poverty indicators or the lack thereof. The survey itself, which was carried out 

in 2002/2003 set out to provide the first baseline measurement of poverty 

and social inclusion that could be updated periodically; provide data on the 

extent to which poverty and social exclusion varies across the nine equality 

dimensions of Section 75 including (dis)ability; and to compare poverty rates 

in Northern Ireland with those in Britain and the Republic of Ireland (Hillyard 

et al 2003: 13). The research showed that poverty rates in Northern Ireland 

are higher than in both Britain and the Republic of Ireland (Hillyard et al

2003) . In 2002/2003, 29.6% of all households in Northern Ireland were in 

poverty and a further 12% were described as ‘vulnerable to poverty’. Hillyard 

et al (2003) assert that “The scale of poverty (in Northern Ireland) is a 

reflection of widening income inequalities. Northern Ireland is not only 

characterised by high poverty levels, but also by considerably higher levels of 

income inequality than Britain” (Hillyard et al 43-44). The PSENI study found 

56% of households comprising one or more (dis)abled persons are in poverty 

compared to 29% of households without (dis)abled persons. The report also 

found that there may have been some underreporting of (dis)ability by survey 

respondents in poor households. The overall conclusion however is that



(dis)abled people are nearly twice as likely to be in poverty as non-(dis)abled 

people.

In their report on Child and Family poverty (2006), McLaughlin and Monteith, 

using the PSENI consensual measure of poverty, found that approximately 3 

in 5 (57%) (dis)abled children are poor while approximately 3 in 5 (59%) of 

children living with a chronically ill or (dis)abled parent are poor. The authors 

also note that analysis of poverty rates for (dis)abled people continue to be 

problematic since they do not remove additional income received by some 

families such as Disability Living Allowance. This is of particular significance 

since “Rigorous analysis of poverty and disability requires these kinds of 

adaptations to be made in the calculation of poverty rates...the result is that 

poverty risk rates for households with disabled children and for a disabled 

parent may be higher than reported” (McLaughlin and Monteith 2006: para 

2.13). It is clear that the relationship between (dis)ability and poverty continue 

to be closely interlinked.



Appendix D - (Dis)ability and Employment

Unemployment rates for (dis)abled people are high across the European 

Union. The 2005 Labour Force Survey estimates that in Northern Ireland, 

33% of (dis)abled people are in employment compared to 78% of non- 

(dis)abled people while 64% of (dis)abled people are economically inactive 

compared to 19% of non-(dis)abled people. Bruce et al (2005) and RNIB 

(2004) have suggested that, across the UK, approximately 75% of working 

age people with a sight loss were not in paid employment.

Redefinition of the welfare state by New Labour underpinned the introduction 

of Welfare-to-Work schemes, including a New Deal for Disabled People 

(NDDP). The aim of the NDDP programme was to encourage (dis)abled 

people to make the transition from state benefit to self-sufficiency by making 

paid work a viable alternative; ‘We must transform the welfare state from a 

safety net in times of trouble to a springboard for economic opportunity... The 

welfare state must enable people to achieve self-improvement and self 

support. It must offer a hand-up, not just a hand out” (CSJ 1994: 8), or, in 

other words; ‘work for those who can, security for those who cannot’. The 

rationale behind the New Deal programme can be related to practices of 

decommodification more generally (Esping-Anderson 1990, 1998; Lister 

1997), that is, the extent to which “distribution is detached from the market 

mechanism.” (Esping-Anderson 1998: 136). Increased emphases on the 

transition to work combined with rules of entitlement can, to some degree, be 

understood as an attempt to curtail existing levels of decommodification.

The New Deal for Disabled People was introduced in July 1999. The 

Disabled Person’s Tax Credit was also introduced in 1999 to assist (dis)abled 

people move into work by ensuring they receive a minimum level of income. 

Burchardt (2003) suggests that delays and uncertainties in the application 

process for Disabled Person’s Tax Credit have limited its effectiveness. In 

Northern Ireland, responsibility for the NDDP lies with the Department for 

Employment and Learning (DEL) and the Social Services Agency (SSA). The 

job brokerage scheme is aimed at people on benefit and seeks to prevent



(dis)abled people or people with long-standing illnesses from becoming 

welfare dependent (DEL 2006: Para 3.1). The concept of employability is 

central to the scheme. Employability is summarised as ‘helping and 

enhancing an individual’s capacity to; gain access to work; to make the 

transition from welfare into work; and to stay in work and sustain the 

transition” (DEL 2006: para 3.2 own emphasis). Departmental Statistics show 

that in 2002/2003, 16% of participants were age 18-24; 65% were age 25-50 

and 18% were age 50+. In total, 885 people participated in the period 

2002/2003. Indeed, ‘‘Programme participants were appropriately motivated to 

take part in NDDP demonstrating a commitment to enter employment and 

most felt their disability allowed them to carry out some type of work” (DEL 

2006. 33). Moreover, “With the assistance of the health professionals and the 

DBA, the client is encouraged and facilitated for an early return to 

training/work” (DEL 2006: para 6.5). Failure to successfully complete the 

NDDP programme is assumed to be due to the lack of individual motivation 

and commitment rather than institutional practice.



Appendix E - The (Dis)ability Movement in Northern Ireland

The now burgeoning (dis)ability movement that exists in Britain has not 

extended to Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland has been an area with 

relatively low levels of organisational activity among (dis)abled people 

(Acheson and Williamson 2001; Morgan 1995). This is despite the finding 

that rates of (dis)ability in Northern Ireland are 174 per thousand compared to 

142 per thousand in Great Britain (Harbison 2003: 166). Morgan, writing in 

1995 argued that "Apart from a few, isolated individuals, we’re still at the level 

of complaining about the number of steps into the butchers, or stuffing cream 

buns at garden parties at Hillsborough Castle. The ‘Rent a Crip’ syndrome is 

alive and well in dear old Northern Ireland it seems” (Morgan 1995: 234).

The relative lack of a distinct (dis)ability movement in these parts, is arguably 

one side-effect of the constitutional debate that rages. The implications of 
Direct Rule has meant that "the ideological struggle between Left and Right 

and between local and central government, which provided the context of the 

emergence of the disability movement in Britain was simply absent” 
(Acheson 2003: 238). Research on (dis)ability issues in Northern Ireland 

remain few and far between compared to the veritable richness of the 

(dis)ability studies field in Britain. Hill et al (2006) argue that the emergence 

of a regional (dis)ability movement and any substantive developments 

relating to (dis)ability policy, have been hindered by the ‘lower and later’ base 

from which social services developed in comparison to Great Britain. They 

also highlight the lack of a language of empowerment and independence and 

suggest that it was not until 2003 that the term ‘independent living’ began to 

emerge in Northern Ireland social policy.

In Northern Ireland, it is Disability Action which has been at the forefront of 

service provision and campaigning initiatives as the ‘only Northern Ireland 

wide pan-disability organisation’; for example, in relation to the 1995 DDA; 

the 2005 SENDO (Nl) and the 2005 Hate Crimes legislation which included



(dis)abled people for the first time.1 The latter is of particular significance 

since awareness of hate crimes against (dis)abled people has been very low. 

This is despite the pervasiveness of bullying in the lived experiences of 

(dis)abled children (Monteith et al 2002). The seed of Disability Action was 

planted in the 1950s through the Belfast Committee for the Handicapped 

which then became the Northern Ireland Committee for the Handicapped, the 

Northern Ireland Council for the Handicapped, and the Northern Ireland 

Council on Disability before becoming reconstituted in 1992 as Disability 

Action.2 The recent establishment of a Centre on Human Rights for Disabled 

People at Disability Action is particularly significant. Ultimately however, 

substantive policy developments continue to be “encumbered by the British 

government’s focus on socio-economic inequalities between the Catholic and 

Protestant populations” (H\\\ et al 2006: 25).

1 www.disabilityaction.org.uk/aboutus/accessed21 February 2006
2 www.disabilityaction.org.uk/aboutus/ accessed 21 February 2006



Appendix F - Institutions of Multi-Level Governance in Northern Ireland

• Relatively distant international bodies such as the United Nations - for 

example, the Agenda 21 for Sustainable Development from the Rio 

Conference on the Environment 1992;

• The institutions, procedures and law of the European Union including 

the directives of the European Commission and the judgements of the 

European Court of Justice;

• Inter-governmental bodies such as the British-lrish Inter-governmental 

Conference;

• The government and parliament of the United Kingdom at 

Westminster;

• United Kingdom wide bodies, such as Inland Revenue, which are 

direct arms of the UK government;

• Other United Kingdom wide bodies whether statutory or publicly 

owned bodies such as The Post Office [and] the British Broadcasting 

Corporation;

• Departments of Government in Northern Ireland such as the 

Department of Employment and Learning;

• Bodies within the ‘family’ of each Northern Ireland department suchas 

(in the field of education) the Area Education and Library Boards and 

the Catholic Council for Maintained Schools;

• Local Government, that is District Councils;

• Other statutory bodies in Northern Ireland such as the Equality 

Commission;

• Other non-departmental public bodies;

• The systems of devolution - such as the Executive and the Northern 

Ireland Assembly as and when devolution may be restored; and

• The legal system, whether for the whole of the United Kingdom or that 

which is specific to Northern Ireland.

(McLaughlin and Paris, 2004: 12-13)



Appendix G - Sample Breakdown

G1. The Student Sample

The first sample, the ‘student sample’ consisted of young (dis)abled people, 

who, at the time of fieldwork, were both residing in and attending a university 

or college in Northern Ireland. As the research sought to uncover those 

practices which make it difficult or prevent young (dis)abled people from 

achieving their full potential or ambition in third-level settings, my sample 

included young people attending further education and/or higher education. 

On this, I drew upon Thomas’ argument that to focus only on higher 

education “actually contributes to and reinforces its position at the top of a 

hierarchy, with other forms of adult and post-compulsory education 

occupying more lowly positions” (Thomas 2001: 7). The inclusion of both 

further and higher education settings enabled comparison across the sub

field of third-level education and the institutional discourses of (dis)ability and 

(in)equality therein.

The decision to include young people with differential impairments was three

fold. Firstly, my own experiences as deaf person within the Northern Ireland 

education system meant that I had extensive awareness of support systems 

and their availability throughout pre and post-16 settings for young people 

ascribed as ‘deaf or ‘hard of hearing’. Secondly, immediately prior to my 

doctoral study, I had completed a largely quantitative research project with 

the Royal National Institute for Deaf People in Northern Ireland (RNID Nl) on 

compulsory education settings (Byrne and Caul 2001) and I felt that research 

into the experiences of young people with hearing impairments across third- 

level education was hugely lacking. Thirdly, I wanted to be able to compare 

these experiences with other (dis)abled young people as a means of gauging 

the extent of similarity and difference and to avoid over-attribution of 

oppressive practices or institutional discrimination to either (dis)ability or a 

particular type of impairment. To this end, I decided to include young people



with visual impairments. The reasoning behind this was also one of extensive 

knowledge of existing support systems and the educational provision that 

was generally available. The fact that many young people with hearing 

impairments and visual impairments continue to be educated alongside each 

other in Jordanstown Schools, meant that I would, where applicable, be able 

to directly compare and contrast these experiences. In addition, both groups 

of young people are perceived to be lacking, to varying degrees, in linguistic 

forms of capital, that is, written and/or spoken English.

Twenty interviews were carried out with young (dis)abled people, eight of 

whom had a visual impairment and twelve of whom had a hearing 

impairment. The majority of respondents were between 16 and 25 years old, 

with three respondents in the 25 and 40 age range. Twelve young people in 

the sample were female while eight were male. Finally, ten were students at 

further education colleges while the other ten attended university.

G2. Student Sample in Universities

Hearing
Impaired

Visually
impaired

Total Number of
Students Interviewed

University A 3 1 4

University B 3 3 6
Total 6 4 10

Table 8 - Student Breakdown by University and Impairment



Male Female Total Number of
Students Interviewed

University A 1 3 4
University B 3 3 6
Total 4 6 10

Table 9 - Breakdown by University and Gender

Male Female Total Number of 
Students Interviewed

Hearing
Impairment

2 4 6

Visual
Impairment

2 2 4

Total 4 6 10

Table 10 - Breakdown by Impairment and Gender in University A and B

G3. Student Sample across Further Education Colleges

College Visual
Impairment

Hearing
Impairment

Total Number of
Students
Interviewed

College A - 1 1

College B 2 5 7

College C 1 - 1

College D 1 -

Total 4 6 10

Table 11 - Breakdown by Further Education College and Impairment



Male Female Total
College A - 1 1
College B 3 4 7
College C - 1 1
College D 1 - 1
Total 4 6 10

Table 12 - Breakdown by Further Education College and Gender

Male Female Total
Hearing
Impairment

3 3 6

Visual
Impairment

1 3 4

Total 4 6 10

Table 13 - Breakdown by Impairment and Gender across Colleges

G4. Overview of Student Sample

Visual Impairment Hearing Impairment Total
University 4 6 10
College of Further
and Higher
Education

4 6 10

Total 8 12 20

Table 14 - Breakdown by Third-Level Institution and Impairment



Visual

Impairment

Hearing

Impairment

Total

Male 3 5 8

Female 5 7 12

Total 8 12 20

Table 15 - Breakdown by Impairment and Gender

Male Female Total

University 4 6 10

College of Further

and Higher

Education

4 6 10

Total 8 12 20

Table 16 - Breakdown by Third-Level Institution and Gender

G5. The Stakeholder Sample

The 'stakeholder sample’ consisted primarily of institutional representatives 

from colleges and universities both at senior management level and at the 

level of support provision. Within further education, support for (dis)abled 

students came under the remit of the Learning Support Co-ordinator while in 

higher education this was the responsibility of the (Dis)ability Services Co

ordinator. To assist me in exploring the dialectical relationship between 

agency, culture and structure and in the analysis of the structure of public 

policy more generally, I felt it necessary to incorporate representatives from 

relevant government departments, that is, from the Department of Education 

and the Department of Employment and Learning as well as the Equality 

Commission for Northern Ireland whose remit include Section 75 of the 1998 

Northern Ireland Act and SENDO (2005) (Nl). In addition I included a number



of non-governmental organisations who claim to represent people with 

hearing impairments and visual impairments across the life-course, and 

(dis)abled people more generally. I felt that this was particularly pertinent in 

gaining some level of access to perspectives on recent legislative 

developments given the extent of non-governmental organisations in 

consultative and awareness-raising processes in contrast to the relative 

silence or absence therein of young (dis)abled people. In total, 31 interviews 

were conducted across the stakeholder sample. Thirteen interviews were 

carried out with institutional representatives across third-level settings; nine 

interviews were conducted with policymakers from government departments 

and statutory bodies; and nine interviews were conducted with various non

governmental organisations.

Number of Interviewees

Policy Representatives,

Organisation A - responsible for

pre-16 education and (dis)ability

3

Policy Representatives,

Organisation B - responsible for

post-16 education and (dis)ability

3

Policy Representatives,

Organisation C - responsible for

equality legislation

3

Total 9

Table 17 - Policymaker Sample



Senior Management

Representative

Disability Support

Representative

College A 2 3

College B 1 1

University A 1 1

University B 3 1

Total 7 6

Table 18- Third-Level Institutional Sample

Number of interviewees

NGO 1 - catering for deaf people 2

NGO 2 - catering for visually

impaired people

2

NGO 3 - catering for young deaf

people

1

NGO 4 - catering for people with

(dis)abilities

2

NGO 5 - catering for young

(dis)abled people in education

2

Total 9

Table 19 - Non-governmental Sample

Number of Interviewees

‘Policymakers’ 9

Non-Governmental Organisations 9

Third-Level Education Providers 13

Total 31

Table 20 - Overview of Stakeholder Sample



G6. Overall Research Sample

Sample Number of Interviewees

Student Sample 20

Stakeholder Sample 31

Total 51

Table 21 - Overall Research Sample

The study included the two universities that are physically based in Northern 

Ireland (University A and University B). Two institutes of further and higher 

education were chosen. One - College A was chosen due to its relatively 

small size, comparatively rural location and the relative absence of any 

extensive or explicit (dis)ability ‘centre’. The second - College B was chosen 

partly because of its central location and extensive curriculum, and partly 

because of its reputation as a ‘(dis)ability friendly’ college. The distinction 

between college size and resources enabled me to examine whether any 

significant differences in social practices across diverse educational 

establishments were due to differences in the levels of resources and support 

provisions that were available, different management styles or for some other 

reason. The same reasoning underpinned the decision to include two 

universities in the study rather than one. This would enable comparisons to 

be made both within further and higher education settings respectively and 

across third-level more generally.



Appendix H - Accessing the Research Samples

Access to the student sample was facilitated primarily through direct contact 

with the respective institutions and negotiation with both formal and informal 

‘gatekeepers’. In this case, the gatekeepers were those responsible for 

(dis)ability provision in each setting, and who had details of those (dis)abled 

students. While I already had knowledge of relevant personnel in the 

universities, and was able to email them directly to set up a meeting, the 

colleges proved to be more difficult. I was eventually able to gain access to 

the colleges through informal contacts who spoke to the relevant people on 

my behalf and vouched for me and my work. I believe that if this had not 

been possible, initial contact would have been more difficult to establish. All 

four establishments agreed, in principle, to participate in the study. Through 

previous employment with RNID (Nl), I was able to utilise formal and informal 

contacts in order to gain access to stakeholders in statutory and non

governmental bodies.

The growth within educational settings of email as a primary means of 

contact proved beneficial throughout the study. I decided to email a letter to 

all students with a visual impairment and hearing impairment who had 

registered with the university or college as having a ‘(dis)ability’. The use of 

email allowed ease of communication with those students who, like me, did 

not feel comfortable with verbal telephone calls, and allowed those students 

who had visual impairments and used specific computer software to do so. I 

felt that it was important to try and build a rapport with potential interviewees 

from the outset and to be open as far as possible (Arksey and Knight 1999; 

Vernon 1997). To facilitate this I prepared a relatively short letter (see 

Appendix J) which was to the point. The letter was written in a friendly way 

and which utilised my ‘insider’ status as a young person who was also a 

student and who had a (dis)ability. I felt that by stating that I was a student 

with a (dis)ability, students might feel they could identify with me and might 

not feel as intimidated by a ‘researcher’31 felt that it was also necessary to

31 also used the term ‘hearing loss’ as opposed to either ‘disability’ or ‘deaf. This was 
because the letter was going to both students with a visual impairment and hearing



allay any potential fears or suspicions concerning the rationale of the 

research and confidentiality. To this end, assurances of confidentiality were 

made and I asked the students to contact me directly via email or mobile/text. 

I assured them that no-one apart from me would know they had participated 

in the research.

The letter was passed to the (Dis)ability or Learning Support Co-ordinator in 

each institution who agreed to email this directly to the students once exams 

had ended to maximise response potential.* * * 41 asked each institution to inform 

me once the letters had been disseminated to students. This turned out to be 

slower than anticipated. Perseverance was vital, particularly when emails 

went unanswered. Student responses from the universities eventually proved 

to be much more forthcoming than those in further education colleges and I 

was able to reach my target within the two universities relatively easily.5 

Further investigation into the lack of response from students in the two 

colleges I had chosen indicated that students with hearing and visual 

impairments were few and far between.6 After a second attempt at letter 

distribution across both colleges, I decided to use gift vouchers as a small 

incentive to try and attract students (Appendix J1).7 The use of a small 

reward can also show participants that that their time is important (Arksey 

and Knight 1999). This elicited ten responses from students across College A 

and College B. Two students were accessed via snowballing, one of whom

impairment. I felt that the term 'disability' might alienate some deaf/Deaf people who did not
see themselves as having a ‘disability’ (see Chapter 3). I also did not want to use the term 
‘deaf as this could be misinterpreted by those with visual impairment or those who define
themselves as hard of hearing and who could perceive me as a sign language user.
4 In one college of further education, there were a number of students who relied on Braille 
rather than email and the learning support co-ordinator agreed to send the letter to them in 
Braille format on my behalf.
5 The delay in eliciting student responses from further education colleges may have been 
due to the fact that I had presented myself as a student of Queen’s University, that is, as a 
higher education student rather than a further education student.
6 Within College A for example, after having been told that the college had about ’15 or 20 
students with sensory impairments’ it was discovered that there were in fact only five or six 
students who had a hearing or visual impairment. Of these, only two were under the age of 
40 and both were deaf. It is not clear whether records at College A had been regularly 
updated. Some young (dis)abled people may only require support on a temporary basis or 
may only attend short-term courses. In addition, not all students self-identified or registered 
as ‘(dis)abled’.
7 Each gift voucher was worth £5 and purchased from HMV music store.



had previously attended College B and was now at College C, while the other 

was known to one of the students I interviewed.

In relation to stakeholders I designed a second letter (see Appendix J2) 

outlining the aims and objectives of my research and asked respondents if 

they would like to participate. Again I decided to contact potential 

interviewees via email as telephoning was prohibitive and postal letters were 

time-consuming. While I could have asked someone else to phone on my 

behalf, I was keen to deal with potential interviewees directly on a one-to-one 

basis to ensure confidentiality. Only on one occasion did I have to ask 

someone to telephone on my behalf to rearrange an interview due to adverse 

weather conditions. In most cases responses to my emails were positive and 

arrangements for meeting progressed fairly quickly.



Appendix I - The Interview Process

11. Setting up the Interviews

Where a student or stakeholder expressed an interest in taking part, I 

responded with further information about the research, its aims and 

objectives, what was expected of the potential interviewee, and reinforced 

the importance of confidentiality. Both samples were also informed about the 

ultimate outcomes of the research and the potential for publication.

Students were informed that their names would not appear in the final write

up. Rather, pseudonyms would be used and students could choose their 
‘new’ name if they so desired, thus enabling young (dis)abled people to 

actively participate in the research (Vernon 1997). Approximately half of the 
student sample chose their pseudonyms while the others did not mind and 
asked me to choose a name on their behalf.8 Some stakeholders expressed 

concern at how they would be presented or named in the final write-up. I 

assured them that personal names would not be used and that the name of 
the organisation would not be explicitly used when discussing the research 

findings, however organisational anonymity could not be completely 

guaranteed given the size and familiarity of the Northern Ireland context, but 

that I would attempt to do so as far as possible. This was accepted.

All students were able to choose where the interview would be held to ensure 

that it was conducted where they felt most comfortable and at ease. In most 

cases with students in higher education, a quiet room was organised in their 

own institution. In other cases, the student preferred to come to me and a 

room was easily organised within Queens University. Rooms were obtained 

independently and this ensured that confidentiality was maintained. In two 

cases, visually impaired students chose to use rooms that had been 

allocated specifically for (dis)abled students in their university. This worked

8 One student wished their real name to be used. However, I felt this would be unfair and 
unethical both to the student in question and to the other students who had participated in 
the research, and adopted a pseudonym with their permission.



well in that often they were the only people to use the room so privacy was 

ensured, and students felt comfortable in this environment. On another 

occasion, the only room available in a college was a small resource room. 

This room turned out to be attached to the learning support co-ordinator’s 

office. Access to the Learning Support Co-ordinator’s office was via the 

resource room in which the interview was being held. During the course of 

the interview, we were interrupted four times. On each occasion either I or 

the interviewee stopped talking until the person had left the room. While this 

was frustrating for both of us, I made it clear that everything would be 

completely confidential and that nothing would be shared with the Learning 

Support Co-ordinator. However, this was perhaps also the least productive 

interview.

Recognising that their time was valuable, all stakeholder interviews were 

conducted in the interviewee’s place of work. No specific communication 

support was required with any stakeholder, however I did inform all 

interviewees prior to meeting that I needed to lipread and would require a 

quiet room. I also asked permission to record the interview. This was granted 

without exception and communication did not pose a problem. Prior to 

beginning each interview with students and stakeholders, I checked that each 

interviewee was still happy to go ahead and that they were happy for me to 

audio-tape the meeting. I was also conscious of the potential sensitivity of 

issues that could arise from the student interviews. To this end, each student 

was informed that they could stop the interview at anytime. At the end of 

each student interview, I gave the interviewee an information pack about the 

recent SENDO (Nl) legislation and an information pack specifically designed 

for (dis)abled students attending third-level education in Northern Ireland 

which I received from Skill Northern Ireland and which also contained contact 

details of various organisations.9 For those students with visual impairments,

I was able to direct them to the fully accessible website or request a pack in 

Braille. All students were appreciative of this gesture and felt that the

9 Skill Nl is the National Bureau for Students with Disabilities. Skill Nl is a voluntary 
organisation dedicated to enhancing access to, and participation in, further and higher 
education. Skill Northern Ireland has recently become independent from Skill GB.



interview process was a worthwhile endeavour. This is arguably in keeping 

with two of the key tenets of the emancipatory paradigm; gain and 

empowerment.

12. Communication Support

Interpreters were required in four cases. It is important to note that there are 

only six fully qualified interpreters in Northern Ireland (RNID 2005). This, 

along with high demand, means that obtaining the services of an interpreter 

can be difficult. Moreover, it raises questions as to the role of the interpreter 

in an interview setting and how data should be recorded. The ethical code 

underpinning interpreter training asserts the need for neutrality in 

communication settings and the need to remain true to what is being said. 

This, along with the grammatical complexity associated with sign language 

evidently requires a high level of skill and not all interpreters will have been 

trained to the same standards or will interpret sign language in the same 

way. Moreover, young deaf people, as with spoken English, often adopt 

‘slang’ or use regional variations.10 It is vital that the ‘right’ person is chosen 

to interpret in interview settings. I felt it was important to ask each student 

who had requested an interpreter if they had any preference or if there was a 

particular interpreter they were more used to or felt more comfortable with. 

No explicit preference was expressed from any student apart from one who 

was able to bring along his own interpreter. Using informal contacts, I was 

able to obtain the services of the highest qualified interpreter in Northern 

Ireland and who had experience of working with young people. Having 

carried out research herself, she also understood the need for confidentiality 

and the need to fully interpret what was being said. For this reason I was able

10 The segregated nature of education in Northern Ireland on the basis of religion has 
extended to young people with (dis)abilities. Some young people who come from a Catholic 
background and who have a hearing or visually impairment have attended ‘special school’ in 
the South of Ireland. Conversely, some young people from a Protestant background and who 
have a hearing or visually impairment have attended ‘special school’ in England. Most 
remained in Northern Ireland. This has had consequences for sign language variations. For 
example, those who attended school in England and returned to Northern Ireland will often 
use a form of British Sign Language with Northern Ireland variations. Those who attended 
school in the Republic of Ireland may use a combination of Irish Sign Language and 
Northern Ireland Sign Language. This can lead to confusion, particularly when interpreters 
are required.



to audio-tape the interviews. The choice of interpreter in these situations 

proved to be vital as the interpreter was able to pick up on body language 

and the tone in which expressions were meant, for example, whether the 

student was frustrated, happy, or angry. My own basic knowledge of sign 

language also assisted in picking up on body language and establishing a 

rapport with the interviewee.

In one case, two sign language users were interviewed at the same time. 

This unplanned joint interview was a result of ‘snowballing’ rather than a 

conscious decision to do so. The primary interviewee with whom the 

interview was arranged knew of another student attending same college and 

brought him along. In effect, this worked out well as both students felt 

comfortable with each other; they were best friends and had gone to same 

primary and secondary school and were now in the same college. Drummond 

and Mason (1990) in their study of people with diabetes found themselves 

faced with unplanned joint interviews, but were able to realise the full 

potential of the situation and obtain further invaluable insights. Likewise, the 

students in question were able to remind each other of past experiences. In 

three situations, the same interpreter was used. This ensured continuity of 

interpretation and consistency of standards.

In the fourth case, the student preferred to bring along his own interpreter, 

who facilitated communication on his course of study. Again, it was 

considered to be important to adhere to student wishes. However, observing 

the particular interpreter in this case did raise some questions and 

considerations, particularly in my conscious attempt to maintain equal power 

relations between the interviewer and the interviewee. This proved to be 

difficult in this situation. The ‘interpreter’ in this case was employed and 

funded directly by the further education college attended by the student.11 

Observation indicated that the ‘interpreter’ had control of the relationship with

11 Their actual job title was ‘Communication Support Worker’ (CSW). While an interpreter 
undergoes specific and rigorous training, CSWs are not required to do so and may be only 
qualified up to BSL stage 2 or 3. The differences in qualifications and job description also call 
into question the quality of CSW compared to a fully qualified interpreter and the implications 
of this within educational settings. An interpreter is required to be neutral, but in this 
instance, the self-termed ‘interpreter’ or CSW was not observed as being neutral.



the student rather than vice versa and I felt that this was disempowering. At 

times, the CSW spoke for the student, did not fully interpret everything I was 

saying and, it was felt, overemphasised interpretation of the student’s views 

on the positive aspects of the college.12

At other times, the ‘interpreter’ also spoke in the third person rather than the 

first person by switching from T, ‘me’ and ‘my’ to ‘him’, ‘his’ and ‘he’. It was 

generally felt that the CSW in this situation had a very strong and marked 

presence which raised questions about the accuracy of the data. In this case, 

observing the overriding power relations between the student and CSW 

uncovered more than the verbal content.

I3. Conducting the Interviews

Each interview lasted between half and hour and two hours and each person 

was interviewed once. I tried to keep the student interviews relatively informal 

and friendly so the interviewee would feel comfortable. The facilitation of 

stakeholder interviews were encouraged by my conscious decision to act and 

dress in such a manner where I would ‘fit in’, in contrast to the casual manner 

I adopted with the student sample.

Before beginning, I gave each respondent (across both samples) the 

opportunity to ask questions. Most expressed an interest in my research topic 

and were keen to find out more about who I had interviewed. However, in 

keeping with ethical considerations and commitment to confidentiality, I did 

not share any details of who I had or had not interviewed. The need for eye 

contact and clear communication was vital when speaking to those students 

who were deaf or when using an interpreter. For those who were blind, I 

ensured that they were kept fully informed of what was happening, for 

example, when I was setting up the tape recorder or checking the interview 

guide to ensure that I had covered everything. In most cases, interviewees

12 While I make no claims about the extent of my own sign language, there appeared to be 
discrepancies from what I observed through the student’s sign language and the way in 
which the CSW chose to interpret this.



responded in depth, however, there were a small minority who were not 

particularly forthcoming. This is arguably a feature of any research study 

since “ With the best will in the world, some interviewees simply do not have a 

lot to say/” (Arksey and Knight 1999).



Appendix J - Letter to Students

Hi there!

My name is Bronagh Byrne and I am currently undertaking a PhD in the 

School of Sociology and Social Policy, Queen’s University, Belfast. My 

research is concerned with the difficulties both in getting to and within Further 

and Higher education, for young people with a hearing or sight loss in 

Northern Ireland.

As such, I am interested in finding out about the experiences of students in 

Further and Higher Education in Northern Ireland who have a hearing loss or 

a sight loss. As I have a hearing loss myself (and am a student!), I have 

some understanding of the issues involved.

Where do you come in? I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to speak 

with you about your experiences in education and training so far; what course 

you are doing, the good things, the bad things, what is important to you and 

what you hope to do. This would really help me in my research and I would 

very much welcome your contribution. I hope that through my research, I will 

be able to address some of the important issues we face as students.

All information you give will be strictly confidential. No one else in or outside 

your [college/university] will have access to this information except for me. 

Your name or [college/university] attended will not be used in the research. 

The meeting will be one to one, informal and will take up very little of your 

time.

If you would like to take part in my research, please reply to me at 

b.bvrne@qub.ac.uk or contact/text me on 07814578870 and I will get back to 

you to arrange a date, time and place that suits you.

Looking forward to hearing from you!

Bronagh



J1 Revised Letter to Students

RECEIVE A GIFT VOUCHER FROM HMV!!

Hi there!

My name is Bronagh Byrne and I am currently undertaking a PhD in the 

School of Sociology and Social Policy, Queen’s University, Belfast. I 

previously contacted you to ask if you would like to participate in my 

research. I am writing now to encourage you to get in contact with me as 

soon as possible. All students who participate will receive a gift voucher from 

HMV.

My research is concerned with the difficulties both in getting to and within 

Further and Higher education, for young people with a hearing or sight loss in 

Northern Ireland.

I am very interested in finding out about the experiences of students in 

Further and Higher Education in Northern Ireland who have a hearing loss or 

a sight loss. As I have a hearing loss myself (and am a student!), I have 

some understanding of the issues involved.

I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to speak with you about your 

experiences in education and training so far; what course you are doing, the 

good things, the bad things, what is important to you and what you hope to 

do.

This would really help me in my research. I feel it is very important that 

student voices are heard and so I would very much welcome your 

contribution. I hope that through my research, I will be able to address some 

of the important issues we face as students.

Everything we talk about will be strictly confidential. No one else in or outside 

your college will have access to this information except for me, and your



name or college attended will not be used in the research. The meeting will 

be one to one, informal and will take up very little of your time.

If you would like to take part in my research, please reply to me as soon as 

possible at b.bvrne@qub.ac.uk or contact/text me on 07814 578870 and I 

will get back to you to arrange a date, time and place that suits you, along 

with your HMV voucher!

Looking forward to hearing from you!

Bronagh



J2 Letter to Stakeholders

Dear [Name]

My name is Bronagh Byrne and I am currently undertaking a PhD in the 

School of Sociology and Social Policy, Queen's University, Belfast.

My research topic is entitled 'Education, Equality and Social Inclusion for 

Young People with Disabilities in Northern Ireland'. This focuses on the 

experiences of young people who are visually impaired and/or hearing 

impaired both in progressing to, and within, further education and higher 

education in Northern Ireland. In addition, I am interested in looking at the 

impact, or otherwise, of relevant disability, equality and education legislation 

as they apply to Northern Ireland. For example, Section 75 of the 1998 

Northern Ireland Act, the Disability Discrimination Act and the forthcoming 

Special Educational Needs and Disability Order (2005) (Nl).

To facilitate my research, I will be speaking to a number of people. 

Participants will include young people themselves within further and higher 

education who have a visual impairment and/or hearing impairment; 

representatives from the voluntary sector; representatives from the policy 

field; and representatives from colleges and universities;

I would be very interested in talking to yourself and representatives from the 

[institution/body] on the aforementioned issues. I believe that these issues 

are of the utmost importance and need to be explicitly addressed. I hope that, 

ultimately, my research will play a positive role in raising awareness of 

current inequalities and potential solutions.

I would like to take this opportunity to ask if you would be interested in 

participating in, and contributing to, my research. If you would like to



participate, please contact me by replying to this email: b.byrne@qub.ac.uk 
or contacting me at the address below.

Your assistance in this matter would be much appreciated.

Kind regards,

Bronagh Byrne

School of Sociology and Social Policy 

2 College Park East 
Queen’s University of Belfast 

Unversity Road 

Belfast
Northern Ireland 

BT71NN



Appendix K - The Interview Guide

To maximise the potential of each interview, I opted to utilise an interview 

guide; one for each sample. The guide was directed by the literature and the 

emergent research questions. The interview guide proved to be further 

beneficial when carrying out interviews with students who were hearing 

impaired. Where respondents found certain questions difficult to hear or 

lipread, I was able to refer them to the interview guide. For those who were 

visually impaired, I brought along an interview guide in large font. This 

succeeded in putting the individual at ease and indicated that I had nothing to 

hide. What was common across all interview guides was a desire that 

questions should promote positive interaction and encourage conversational 

‘flow’ (Kvale 1996) whether the interviewee was a student or stakeholder. I 

also sought to ensure that questions were “easy to understand, short, and 

devoid of academic language" (K\/a\e 1996: 130).



K1. The Student Interview Guide

The interview schedule for the student sample was designed on the basis of 

my research questions and centred on the following themes:

• Introductory questions/icebreakers

• Early educational experiences: Primary and Secondary

• Post -16 transitions, choices and decisions

• Experiences within third-level

• Experience of support provisions

• Awareness of Northern Ireland legislation

Potential improvements that could be made



K2. The Stakeholder Interview Guide

The interview schedule was also designed on the basis of my research 
questions and centred around the following key themes:

• Role and background of organisation/institution

• Institutional discourses: policy and practice

• Perceived ‘barriers' to third-level education for people with (dis)abilities

• Support Provisions

• Awareness and perceptions of legislative developments

Understandings of concepts of ‘disability’, ‘equality’, ‘equality of 
opportunity’ and ‘inclusion’
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Appendix M - Key Characteristics of Institutions

Institution Type of Institution Learning Support/Disability 
Services

University A Traditional’ single campus 
University with 25, 231 
undergraduate and 
postgraduate students. 120 
listed buildings

Disability Centre established in 
2000 and staff numbers continue 
to increase. In 2005 there were 5 
staff members.

Emphasis on mainstreaming 
disability across teaching and 
learning. Procedures in place to 
increase awareness of the 
service among prospective 
students.

Links established with each 
university school via teaching 
staff who act as Disability
Advisers for their subject. The 
university also has a Disability 
Forum. Forum membership 
includes two students with 
disabilities.

Number of students with 
disabilities has substantially 
increased from 20 in 2000 to 
over 550 in 2005.

University B
‘New’ University. Former 
Polytechnic with four 
campuses across Northern 
Ireland.

Approximately 24, 389 
undergraduate and 
postgraduate students

Disability Support Services 
formally established around 2001 
when it was incorporated within 
Student Welfare.

A Disability Forum has recently 
been established. Membership 
does not currently extend to 
students but this is seen as the 
next step.

Disability support services had 5 
members of staff in 2005 
including a specialist adviser on 
mental health. The service 
currently supports over 500



students with disabilities.

University B co-ordinates the 
Register of Support Providers 
across University A, University B 
and College B

College A College of Further and
Higher Education in rural 
location providing a range of 
academic, vocational, 
community and adult 
education courses across 6 
locations.

Approximately 10,000 full 
and part time students

College A has a Learning
Support Co-ordinator who 
addresses the needs of disabled 
students along with one support 
worker.

Support provided on ad hoc 
basis and building layout makes 
accessibility difficult. No loop 
systems in place.

Strong links remain with local 
social services, particularly in 
recruiting students with 
disabilities.

College B College of Further and
Higher Education in urban 
location with approximately 
43,000 students across 140 
locations.

Courses range from basic 
literacy and numeracy to 
vocational and academic 
courses at all levels

College B has experienced a 
significant increase in the 
numbers of students with 
disabilities and they now support 
over 2000 students with 
disabilities.

The service is led by a Learning 
Support Co-ordinator assisted by
10 members of staff and 
approximately 30 part time 
support workers.

Institutional emphasis on 
inclusive learning. Learning 
Support Services have won a 
Beacon award for provision of 
services for students with 
disabilities.




