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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the study was to assess the study designs and
methodological approaches of published works on disability in
South African higher education institutions from 2020 to 2021. A
systematic review was performed as a method to achieve this. The
reporting of this systematic reviews was guided by the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
standards. Electronic searches of Bielefeld Academic Search Engine,
EbscoHost, ScienceDirect, Scopus and Wiley Online Library were
conducted of electronic works published in English from January
2020 to December 2021. Publications of empirical research on
disability in any South African higher education institution where
data were collected during COVID-19 were included. Non-peer-
reviewed publications, which explicitly indicated that data were
collected before March 2020, did not have a South African higher
education institution as a study site and were a desktop-only
research or conceptual papers were excluded. Three studies were
included ultimately. Ten elements were chosen for analysis based
on the research purpose. The findings show that disability research
has predominantly used qualitative designs and methods; an
exploration that involves people with disabilities throughout the
research process is limited and the inclusion of researcher
positionality is limited. Arguably, this study is the first systematic
review of empirical studies on disability in South African higher
education since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. The results
support the need for a trajectory towards the use of more diverse
research designs and methods.
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INTRODUCTION

Over the years, global disability discourse, practice and research have highlighted many complex
issues about disability. Presently, it is estimated that about one in five people across the world
have a disability, thus the matter warrants policy, practice and research interest. Regarding
disability and higher education, literature points to evidence of increased global concern on
ways to create and promote disability-inclusive higher education spaces. Several countries have
committed themselves to realise inclusive and equitable higher education outcomes expressed
in international instruments through their domestic legislative, policy and institutional
mechanisms. For instance, Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People
with Disabilities (UNCRPD) states that persons with disabilities should be assured of the right to
inclusive education at all levels (UN General Assembly, 2007). Also, Sustainable Development
Goal (SDG) 4 is to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong
learning opportunities for all” (UN General Assembly, 2015, p. 14). These have implications for
how disability is approached by countries.

Considering international instruments, higher education institutions in various countries
have put in place different interventions such as the universal design of buildings, use of the
universal design of learning principles, broad disability support services and strategies to realise
national disability imperatives aligned to international commitments. Prior to COVID-19 being
declared a pandemic on 11 March 2020 by the World Health Organisation (WHQO), the nature
and extent of the success of these interventions to address disabling or negative experiences at
higher education institutions varied. Achieving inclusive education has proven to be complex
and challenging (Mullins, 2019; Snounu, 2019). After COVID-19 was declared a pandemic, higher
education institutions had to make adjustments to teaching and learning strategies for safety
purposes. Present research is capturing numerous disability-related experiences under the
pandemic (Buchnat & Wojciechowska, 2020; Meleo-Erwin, et al., 2021; Scott & Aquino, 2020;
Sutton, 2020; Wilson et al., 2020).

In South Africa, before COVID-19, studies on disability in South African higher education
institutions investigated several matters such as staff and students with disabilities” experiences
of disability support (Lyner-Cleophas, 2016), students with disabilities learning needs and
lecturers’ perspectives on students with disabilities’ academic lives (Mutanga & Walker, 2017).
Since COVID-19, there have been numerous changes in institutional operations to facilitate
modes of remote and online forms of teaching and learning. These circumstances have created
challenges and opportunities in terms of how to respond to disability. Scholarly research has
given attention to topics such as the impacts of COVID-19 on access to higher education for
students with disabilities (Ndlovu, 2020), opportunities created by the pandemic (Ntombela,
2021) and forms of exclusion being created (Ngubane-Mokiwa & Zongozzi, 2021). This research
contributes to an enhanced understanding of disability experiences in higher education since
the pandemic began. However, systematic reviews on the pieces of evidence these works
generate have yet to be completed. In particular, arguably, not enough reviews have been done
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on the research designs and methods being adopted. Such reviews seem necessary as COVID-
19 has pushed researchers to make shifts in the manner in which they conduct their studies, for
example, to minimise physical contact. Also, disability research is taking place in a broader
context where it is recognised that the pandemic has led to enhanced vulnerabilities and
marginalisation of people with disabilities (Felt et al., 2021; Jesus et al., 2020; Jesus et al., 2021).

Under the present circumstances where the government is responding to COVID-19 in
different and changing ways, it is beneficial to review the study designs and methods used to
generate knowledge on disability. This can assist researchers to identify how disability is being
and can be further investigated. Already, prior to COVID-19, it was recognised that traditional
well-known research methods such as qualitative methods, for example in-depth interviews and
case studies, can be narrow and problematic for vulnerable groups (Baker et al., 2016; Mulder
et al., 2015). Sometimes, these traditional methods can miss the nuances and insights of real
life experiences, especially when the groups directly affected by the issue are not involved in
research processes beyond being subjects of investigation and where the researcher is not
intentional in adopting innovative research methodologies.

Within disability research, there have been calls for the use of innovative and
transformative methods (Munger & Mertens, 2011; Mutanga & Walker, 2017; Sullivan, 2009).
This call still applies under the current pandemic circumstances where social distancing practices
are creating challenges for face-to-face interviews and focus group discussions for example.
Alternative ways of approaching research such as the increased use of online data collection
methods are being witnessed and are affecting research in various fields (Dodds & Hess, 2021;
Traxler & Smith, 2020; Webber-Ritchey et al., 2021). With these shifts in methodological
preferences, opportunities to use innovative ways to gain new insights into disability in higher
education institutions exist.

This study sought to yield systematically obtained information on the study designs and
methodological approaches of peer reviewed electronically published works of empirical studies
on disability in South African higher education institutions over the period 2020 to 2021. The
review does not seek to discuss the findings of these different studies but the designs and
methods used. Using an analytical framework where 10 items were used to extract information
from the publications, the review provides an account and overview of designs and methods
being used for research on disability in South African higher education institutions in the context
of COVID-19.

Researching disability in South African higher education

Disability is a complex, multifaceted and evolving concept. Definitions vary. According to the
UNCRPD, disability results “from the interaction between persons with impairments and
attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and effective participation in society
on an equal basis with others” (UN General Assembly, 2007, p. 2). The South African government
has adopted a definition of disability contained in the White Paper on the Rights of Persons with
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Disabilities, which recognises these aspects of disability while recognising that the term is
complex and evolving (Department of Social Development, 2016). According to the South
African Human Rights Commission, while “disability is often used as an umbrella term that
includes impairments, activity limitations and participation restrictions...there is a need for
more clarity regarding what constitutes a disability” (2017, p. 11). Disability is both “a social
phenomenon as well as a civil/human rights issue” (Baglieri et al., 2011, p. 269) which leads to
socially set restrictions and human rights violations of students with disabilities (Brenes et al.,
2018; Denning & Moody, 2013; Karisa et al., 2021; Kelly & McKenzie, 2018). Any ventures to
enhance inclusive education ought to adopt broad understanding of disability in education
contexts and research on disability in these contexts should, likewise, indicate the definitions of
disability adopted as lenses of investigations.

As Stoneman (2007, p.35) argued, “One of the first tasks that disability researchers face
is to define the group of people selected for study”. Definitions of disability have methodological
importance. Despite definitional challenges researchers may encounter, research undertaken
has been able to capture diverse experiences of disability in South African higher education.
Some researchers have followed conventional ways of investigating disability while others have
followed innovative paths such as using emancipatory research (Bucholz, 2017; Mthethwa,
2017; Rule & Modipa, 2013) or transformative research. According to Barnes (2003, p. 6),
emancipatory disability research refers to “the empowerment of disabled people through the
transformation of the material and social relations of research production”. It positions the
researcher as a member of or party to the research as opposed to being a distant, ‘alienating’
and ‘oppressive’ expert.

Oliver (1997) observed that the emancipatory research process can facilitate
emancipatory processes. Consequently, as a choice of methodology, it covers a wider scope of
issues compared to conventional methodologies and meaningfully involves all involved in the
research and those the research should influence (for example, policy makers). Research that
uses the transformative paradigm seeks the engagement of groups with a focus on increasing
social justice (Mertens, 2010). These types of research point to the complex relationship
between disability research and politics as alluded to by Shakespeare (1996). Some studies on
disability in South African higher education have brought out these tensions. Overall, there are
methodological opportunities that exist for research, which reflect transformational ways of
thinking about disability (Snounu, 2019) and for all levels of social systems linked to disability to
be changed (Parmenter, 2004). Systematic reviews have been done on issues and challenges of
disability research in higher education (Jaafar et al., 2019). However, opportunities exist for
more reviews of disability research in South African higher education, which has taken place
since COVID-19, hence this study. The research question for this review is what research designs
and methods have been used to research disability in South African higher education institutions
since COVID-19 from 2020 to 20217
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METHODS
The study sought to investigate the study designs and methods used in research on disability in
South African higher education institutions published in 2020 and 2021. What was specifically
examined is the definition of disability adopted, research approach, research design, location of
the study, sampling technique, sample size, data collection technique and data analysis
techniques. These aspects were used as an analytical framework so that information on the
nature of the design and methods could be drawn.

The reporting of this systematic review has been guided by the Preferred Reporting Items
for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) statement. Electronic searches of Bielefeld
Academic Search Engine, EbscoHost, ScienceDirect, Scopus and Wiley Online Library were
conducted by the author in November 2021, December 2021 and January 2022. These
databases were selected taking into account their suitability for systematic reviews as presented
by Gusenbauer and Haddaway (2020). The search limits were electronically available
publications published between 2020 and 2021. Table 1 below provides the search terms used
for the different databases and the number of hits these produced. Search parameters were
that the publications were in English and published between 2020 and 2021.

Table 1. Database hits for keyword searches

2020 2021
South South South | South | South South South | South
Africa Africa Africa | Africa | Africa Africa Africa | Africa
universi | higher tvet college | universi | higher tvet college
ty educati | disabili | disabili | ty educati | disabili | disabili
disabilit | on ty ty disabilit | on ty ty
y disabilit y disabilit
y y
Bielefeld 95 23 1 11 21 35 0 21
Academic
Search
Engine
EbscoHost |3 135 467 12252 |11 21072 496 12693
ScienceDir | 1534 917 2 711 1961 1212 3 963
ect
Scopus 11 18 0 1 12 16 1 1
Wiley 1286 776 5 707 1312 848 5 728
Online
Library
Total hits® | 2929 1869 475 13682 | 3317 23183 505 14406

! Sites last consulted 14 January 2022
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Google scholar, South African Academic Libraries System and WorldCat were also used
as supplementary sources of information. Quotation marks were used for the terms to focus
the searches. The search terms were: “South Africa” “university” “disability; “South Africa”
“higher education” “disability”; “South Africa” “tvet” “disability”; and “South Africa” “college”
“disability”. The term ‘disability’ and not impairment was used. A custom year range of 2020 to
2021 was set for the searches. Only the first up to ten pages of the searches were reviewed to
identify publications possibly excluded from the database searches. Once identified, these
publications were screened to see if they met the inclusion criteria. No additional articles from
these supplementary sources were included for full text analysis. The following journal sites
were also visited: Disability and Society; African Journal of Disability and Studies in Higher
Education. No additional articles from these supplementary sources were included for full text
analysis.

Inclusion criteria

Studies that indicated that data were collected after March 2020 were included. Publications
included in the review were empirical studies where only primary data or primary and secondary
data were collected and analysed. There are numerous definitions and understandings of
disability. All definitions and understandings were included. Studies undertaken by researchers
based in South Africa or elsewhere were included. The South African higher education sector
includes universities (public and private), Training and Vocational Education and Training (TVET)
colleges and private colleges, thus any studies which had the study site as one of these
classifications were included. Studies on disability from the perspectives of authors with or
without disabilities were included. Electronically available peer reviewed journal articles, book
chapters, masters dissertations and PhD theses were included. Studies with sufficient
information that data were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic were included.

Exclusion criteria

Studies that explicitly indicated that data were collected prior to March 2020 were excluded.
Studies where secondary data only were used or desktop only research and conceptual papers
were excluded. Studies where it was unclear whether a South African higher education
institution was the study site or did not have a South African higher education institution as a
study site were excluded. Studies that did not focus on disability and rather had disability related
matters as part of broader findings were excluded. The following kinds of documents were
excluded: printed versions of documents, blogs, government documents, study reports and
online media publications. Studies that did not have sufficient information on whether data
were collected during the COVID-19 pandemic were excluded. Two independent researchers
(NK and TC) assisted with excluding articles from three (BASE, Scopus and WileyOnline Library)
of the five databases used, based on the titles and abstracts.
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Data extraction
Information on 10 predefined items was used in the extraction of data on the design and
methods. These were:

e Study focus

e Definition of disability

e Research approach

e Research design

e Study site

e Sampling technique

e Sample size

e Participants

e Data collection technique

e Data analysis technique

Studies were divided between 2020 and 2021. The study focus was taken from the

expressed or implied study objectives or purpose. The research approach (or paradigm) was
noted. The expressed or implied research designs were captured. The study site was noted. The
sampling technique and sample size were also noted. Details of the participants were captured,
which included whether or not they were identified as having disabilities or not. Data collection
techniques were stated. These could be face-to-face or online. The final category of information
captured was the data analysis technique. Overall, the categories captured different designs and
methods used in studies.

Data analysis

Whilst there were aspects in the review which were objectifiable information (for example,
research approach, data collection techniques), some information had to be determined using
the researcher’s judgment. A pragmatic approach was adopted in handling the publications and
extracting information from the full texts. Data has been summarised narratively as the studies
are very heterogeneous.

RESULTS
The initial search produced the total number of publications represented in Table 1. After
duplicates were identified and removed, titles and abstracts were screened by two independent
researchers (NK and TC) and the author, 19 publications were found to qualify for full text
analysis.
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Figure 1. Systematic review flow diagram
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Table 2: Articles set aside for full text analysis

No.

Article

1.

Isaacs, D. (2020). ‘I Don’t Have Time For This’: Stuttering and the Politics of

University Time. Scandinavian Journal of Disability Research, 22(1).

Ndlovu, L. M. (2019). Access with success: a case of students with learning
disabilities at a technical and vocational education and training college [Doctoral
dissertation, University of KwaZulu Natal]. University of KwaZulu Natal.

Makwembere, S. (2021). Disability Sensitivity and Sensibility: A Nondisabled
Lecturer Perspective on Inclusive Lecturing Opportunities. Research in Social
Sciences and Technology, 6(2), 52-75.

Manase, N. (2021). Disguised Blessings amid Covid-19: Opportunities and
Challenges for South African University Students with Learning
Disabilities. Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 9(1), 107-118.

Tekane, R., & Potgieter, M. (2021). Insights from training a blind student in
biological sciences. South African Journal of Science, 117(5-6), 1-7.

Miiller, J., & Couper, I. (2021). Preparing graduates for interprofessional practice
in South Africa: the dissonance between learning and practice. Frontiers in Public
Health, 9, 93.

Mbuvha, T. (2019). Kinds of Support Offered by the Disability Unit to Students
with Disabilities at Institutions of Higher Learning in South Africa: A Case Study of
the University of Venda. Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 7(2).

Sipuka, 0. (2019). Exploring a framework for decolonised disability-inclusive
student walk support practices in an open and distance learning institution.

[Doctoral thesis, University of Cape Town]. University of Cape Town.

Mostert, F. (2021). The role impairment associated with common mental
disorders among first-year university students in South Africa. [Masters thesis,
Stellenbosch University] Stellenbosch University.

10.

Lister, H. E., Mostert, K., & Pillay, M. (2021). Teaching about disability and food
security in the School of Health Sciences, University of KwaZulu-Natal, South
Africa.

11.

Vergunst, R., & Swartz, L. (2021). ‘He doesn’t understand that he’s struggling
with the way | felt’—university students, psychosocial disability and disclosure in
the Western Cape, South Africa. Disability & Society, 36(2), 226-239.

12.

Vergunst, R., & Swartz, L. (2020). Experiences with supervisors when students
have a psychosocial disability in a university context in South Africa. Teaching in
Higher Education, 1-14.

13.

Lourens, H. (2021). Supercripping the academy: the difference narrative of a
disabled academic. Disability & Society, 36(8), 1205-1220.
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14. | Bobat, S., Reuben, S., & Devar, T. (2020). Representation and methods of
normalisation: Narratives of disability within a South African tertiary
institution. African Journal of Disability, 9(1), 1-10.

15. | Lyner-Cleophas, M., Apollis, L., Erasmus, I., Willems, M., Poole, L., Minnaar, M.,
& Louw, P. (2021). Disability Unit Practitioners at Stellenbosch University:
Covid-19 Pandemic Reflections. Journal of Student Affairs in Africa, 9(1), 223-
234.

16. | McKinney, E. L., & Swartz, L. (2020). Integration into higher education:
experiences of disabled students in South Africa. Studies in Higher Education, 1-
11.

17. | Munyaradzi, M., Arko-Achemfuor, A., & Quan-Baffour, K. (2021). An Exploration
of Comprehensive Student Support Systems in Technical Vocational Education

and Training Colleges for Students with Disability. Community College Journal of
Research and Practice, 1-17.

18. | Zongozzi, J. N. (2020). Accessible quality higher education for students with
disabilities in a South African open distance and e-learning institution:
Challenges. International Journal of Disability, Development and Education, 1-13.
19. | Ndlovu, S. (2021). Provision of Assistive Technology for Students with Disabilities
in South African Higher Education. International Journal of Environmental
Research and Public Health, 18(8), 3892.

The full text analysis revealed that 16 articles did not meet the inclusion criteria, though
the title and abstract were screened. Reasons for their exclusion included that data were not
collected after March 2020, the actual dates of the publications were earlier than the ones
captured on the database, data were collected prior to March 2020 and insufficient detail of
when data were collected was provided. The final analysis included three papers (listed in Table
2 as numbers 3, 4, 15). For one study (number 15 in Table 2), 15 participants were reached
during 2019 and then four were contacted after March 2020. Therefore, this study was included.
The studies represent different research designs and methods. They are presented in Table 3.
Numbers in square brackets have been assigned to the three studies (that is, [1], [2] and [3]).
These are used to refer to the studies during discussions in the article.
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Table 3. Publications from which data were extracted after analysis

Article Study Focus  Definition = Research ~ Research Study site Sampling Sample  Participants Data Data
of approach design technique size collection analysis
disability method method
[1] Provides None Qualitative Ethnographic 1 public n/a 7 Staff Reflections Content
Lyner- reflections on  provided (implied) design university members of analysis
Cleophas  what has been (Autoethnogr  (Stellenbosch the (implied)
et al. learnt from aphy) (™plied  University) Stellenbosch
(2021) shifts to online University
teaching and Disability
learning as Unit — not
well as how stated if
progress can members
be made under have a
the changed disability
academic
environment
circumstances
[2] Uses a None Qualitative Ethnographic 1 public n/a 1 The author — Self- Content
Makwem disability provided (stated) design university lecturer reflection analysis
bere perspective to  Social and (Autoethnogr  (historically without a (stated)
(2021) present human aphy) (%@ disadvantage disability
lecturing rights d institution)
practices model (not stated
during the referred to
move to
emergency
remote

teaching and
learning in




response to

COVID19
[3] Presents None Narrative 1 public Snowballi 15 15 students Semi- Thematic
Manase  challenges and  provided inquiry university ng with structured analysis
(2021) opportunities  Capability research (University ~ convenien disabilities interviews (implied)
associated with  approach design of the Free ce
online and  to learning (stated) State)
remote experience
learning for used
university
students with
learning
disabilities

Note: Information generated by author using 10 items of a devised analytical framework.
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Study focus

The analysis revealed that all the studies focused on different matters. One study focused on
disability unit practitioners’ reflections on what has been learnt since shifts have been made to
online teaching and learning and how progress can be made under these circumstances [1]. One
study focused on reflections on lecturing practices during the move to emergency remote
teaching and learning in response to COVID-19 using a disability perspective [2]. One study gave
attention to the challenges and opportunities associated with online and remote learning for
students with learning disabilities [3].

Definition of disability

All the studies did not provide the definition of disability which they adopted. Instead, they
acknowledged the complexities and different understandings of disability as well as the broad
range of disability experiences.

Research approach
All the studies used a qualitative approach. In two articles, it was explicitly stated that they were

qualitative [2, 3] and in one [1] it was implied that a qualitative approach was used.

Research design

One study followed a narrative inquiry research design [3]. One study used retrospective
autoethnography, thus, it was inferred that an ethnographic research design was followed [2].
For one study, it was not indicated which research design was followed [1]. However, given the
fact that it mentioned that information was drawn from reflections, it was also inferred that an

ethnographic research design was followed.

Study site

Two of the studies [1, 3] mentioned the sites where the studies took place, Stellenbosch
University and the University of the Free State. These two are public universities. The study site
of one study [3] was not indicated, only that, it was a historically disadvantaged institution.
According to the description of historically disadvantaged institution provided, these are public
institutions. Thus, it was deduced that the study site for [3] was a public university.

Sampling technique

One study [3] used convenience and snowball sampling techniques. For the other two studies
[1,2], as the authors were both the researchers and the researched, sampling techniques were
not indicated nor did they seem to apply.

Sample size
The sample sizes of all the studies varied. One study had a sample size of one [2], another of
seven [1] and another of 15 [3].

cultureandvalues.org JCVE 2022, 5(1): 122-143
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Participants

Two of the three studies [1, 2] had the authors as the participants of the studies. For the one
study, the author indicated that they were non-disabled [2]. In another study [1], the authors
indicated that they were staff members of the Stellenbosch University Disability Unit but did not
disclose whether or not any of them had any disabilities. One study [3] had 15 participants.
These participants were full-time university students with learning disabilities.

Data collection method

All three studies were based on primary data collected in different ways. One study used semi-
structured interviews [3]. One study collected data from slides, recordings, WhatsApp messages
as well as their typed and handwritten notes [2]. One study was not explicit about how data
were collected [1]. The article seemed to display combined reflections on the topic of interest
as opposed to a write up of information collected at a particular point in time from the authors
and then combined into the article. However, while the article might not have indicated the
data collection methods used for the study, this did not necessarily mean no particular methods

were used.

Data analysis method

One out of three articles explicitly indicated that a qualitative data analysis method, content
analysis, was used in the study. One study [3] indicated that “data were analysed descriptively”
(Manase, 2021, p. 109). One deduced that thematic analysis was used for the study [3]. It was

also deduced that content analysis was used for the other study [1].

DISCUSSION

This study sought to review the evidence of empirical studies on disability in South African
higher education institutions between 2020 and 2021. Particular attention was paid to those
studies which collected data from higher education institutions during the time after COVID-19
was declared a pandemic. Overall, the findings reveal that there is little empirical research on
disability in higher education institutions over the period chosen. Three studies that qualified
for inclusion were analysed. Generally, the articles in the review showed that there is a
methodological leaning towards qualitative research. When one looks at the diverse focus of
the studies, they reinforce the complex realities of disability and point to issues that may be
best investigated through qualitative means. However, the findings also point to the need for
methodological pluralism where qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods approaches are
used in research on disability in higher education institutions. In terms of research design, the
findings follow from the findings of the approaches. Qualitative research designs seemed to be
preferred but only one study specified the research design that was followed. Research designs
act as important frameworks for researchers; thus, researchers should clearly present the
research designs they follow. This can enhance understanding of how research outcomes were

cultureandvalues.org JCVE 2022, 5(1): 122-143



Makwembere, S. 136

achieved as the guide for the choice of research methods and techniques would be more
apparent.

Concerning study sites, the findings demonstrate that there is a lack of empirical studies
on disability at South African TVET colleges, private universities and private colleges. Emphasis
has been given to public universities yet higher education includes the aforementioned
institutions. It will be essential for research on disability in higher education institutions to be
undertaken in all categories of higher education institutions for disability in South African higher
education to be fully understood. A continued lack of investigation of disability at non-public
universities during the pandemic will be problematic.

The findings on sampling techniques reflect the methodological flexibility offered by
gualitative research. For two out of the three studies, the authors chose themselves for
observation. One study used two sampling techniques, convenience and snowball sampling. The
vastness of disability means that it would not be feasible to draw representative samples.
Challenges to gaining information populations exist. For example, it has been found that when
universities require students to declare or register with them that they have a disability, often,
they do not disclose the information (Lyner-Cleophas et al., 2021) meaning that suggested
population numbers of students with disabilities could be inaccurate. Representativeness does
not have to be a primary goal though. What appears more important is that the sampling
method facilitates access to experiences of or views on disability of the researchers (who may
or may not be persons with disabilities) or those who will be researched (who also may or may
not be persons with disabilities).

The sample sizes of the studies ranged from one to 15. Stoneman (2007) points out that
disability research has typically involved small sample sizes. Qualitative research typically allows
for as small a number as one. This can be useful to discover what may be unique or untold
experiences. Contextual nuances of disability experiences can be captured through small
samples. Where possible though, large samples in research on disability in higher education
institutions can be explored to see what new understandings can be offered.

The studies included participants with and without disabilities. For two studies, the
authors were the participants. Some information relating to their positionality was included in
their reflections but including clearer positionality statements could have enhanced how the
researchers are positioned in relation to the context of the studies. For one study, the
researcher detailed that participants were students with learning disabilities but not their
positionality. Beauchamp-Pryor (2013) emphasised that including the voices of people with
disabilities provides opportunities to oppose those who traditionally hold power and challenge
dominant perceptions held by policymakers, politicians and professionals (including
researchers). Reflexivity in research on disability in higher education institutions would be
valuable to capture during the knowledge production process. The benefits of reflexivity in
gualitative studies are widely acknowledged (Crooks et al., 2012). As disability is socially
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constructed, the researchers’ positions cannot be removed from how knowledge on disability
in South African higher education is being produced during the pandemic.

Qualitative data analysis methods were used in the studies. For the one study which drew
information from students with learning disabilities, it is unclear whether the participants had
an opportunity to see how their experiences were represented before publication. For the other
two studies, they analysed data that they had produced themselves. There are opportunities for
researchers to present details on processes followed to ensure that findings truly represent the

participants’ and researchers’ disability experiences.

Limitations

Some limitations of the study need to be acknowledged. While two independent researchers
assisted with screening titles and abstracts, no information specialists were used to conduct the
searches. Publication processes can take time and studies completed during 2020 and 2021
which may appear from 2022 onwards could not be included. Also, a quality evaluation tool was
not used to assess the quality of the evidence of studies. Nevertheless, since the study is
exploratory, the information that was extracted from the studies is arguably justified.

CONCLUSION

A great deal of disability research reveals that many South African higher education institutions
still face challenges addressing disability inclusion. Considering this, researchers of disability in
South African higher education institutions ought to consider how their research contributes to
a more inclusive higher education sector. They should not neglect some of the injustices taking
place in higher education spaces but ought to look to pursuing research processes and outputs
which are socially relevant and do not become forms of inquiry that inadvertently reproduce
experiences of social oppression and marginalisation. This exploratory study is arguably the first
systematic review of empirical studies on disability in higher education institutions since COVID-
19. Research on disability in South African higher education can diversify the use of research
approaches, designs, sampling and data collection techniques, broaden sites of investigation
and enhance reflexivity in research. As the impacts of COVID-19 on higher education continue
to be investigated, disability researchers should broaden their outlook on what, where and how
topics are investigated.
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