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Abstract 

Disability is a social force that arguably creates more education problems for students with 
disabilities than their impairments. Understanding it as a form of social oppression can lead to 
less exclusionary teaching and learning attitudes, beliefs, expectations and practices. 
Numerous studies have looked at the experiences of staff and students with disabilities as well 
as the experiences of teaching students with disabilities. However, more studies are needed to 
better understand and address disability in higher education. Nondisabled perspectives have a 
role to play in opposing disabling educational practices and cultures to make higher education 
more inclusive. Many opportunities especially exist for nondisabled lecturers to contribute to 
addressing the higher education barriers and discrimination which often affect students with 
disabilities. The purpose of this study was to use a disability perspective to present my lecturing 
practices during the move to emergency remote teaching and learning in response to COVID-
19 while working at an HDI. An autoethnographic method was used. Content analysis of my 
accounts exposed the exclusionary nature of my practices in terms of how they facilitated 
ableism and suppressed disability discourse. Recommendations are made, in light of the results, 
on ways to not only make higher education spaces more accommodating but counter a wider 
societal culture that oppresses and even seeks to eradicate the value of those who live with 
impairments.   
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Introduction 

Social, physical, institutional and attitudinal environments appear to still be failing to meet the 
needs of people with disabilities and, in higher education institutions (HEIs), more needs to be 
done to understand why this is the case (Broido, 2020; Howell, 2018; Mutanga, 2017; Snounu, 
2019; Zongozzi et al., 2019;). HEIs continue to suffer from practices which marginalise and 
exclude students with disabilities (Dolmage, 2017; Timberlake, 2020). According to the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (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” 
(UNCRPD, 2006). Different models can be used to explain disability and the social and human 
rights models are adopted here. According to the social model of disability (SMD), disability can 
be understood as i) a social construct not a consequence of impairment, ii) a consequence of 
complex interrelationships between impairment, individual responses to impairment and the 
social environment and iii) the cause of social disadvantage experienced by people with 
disabilities (Hosking, 2008). The main proposition by social model theorists is that “it is the 
social and political aspects of disability, not the bodily aspects, which afford the profound levels 
of disadvantage under which disabled people struggle” (Swartz & Watermeyer, 2006, p. 2). In 
essence, disability is a “form of social oppression” (Thomas, 1999). From this perspective, 
lecturing practices that exclude students with disabilities would be oppressive. The human 
rights model of disability takes disability as a human rights issue. Disability is understood as part 
of human diversity and not a basis to deny or limit any person’s rights (Degener, 2014). The 
position largely stems from the rights of people with disabilities contained in the UNCRPD. From 
this viewpoint, exclusionary lecturing practices would be a human rights issue because of the 
associated denial or limitation of the rights of students with disabilities.  

Disability is an issue of power (Rocco, 2005). Disablist environments make people with 
disabilities invisible or discounted (Rocco, 2005; Hirschmann, 2014). In public domains, people 
with disabilities are misrepresented or unrepresented at all (Swartz et al., 2018). This “exclusion 
from the social and representational order is a forceful form of symbolic violence” (Swartz et 
al., 2018, p. 21). This negative social value can become internalised and constitute a form of 
symbolic violence experienced by people with disabilities (Swartz et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
“when exclusion is the norm, it is bound to produce ideological justifications for the systemic 
problems produced by it” (D’Souza, 2020, p. 1177).  

In South Africa, despite the introduction of a higher education disability policy in 2018 and other 
legislative and policy provisions for disability equity, disability is an issue not well addressed in 
many universities. For historically disadvantaged institutions (HDIs) which already suffer many 
challenges, such as a lack of infrastructure as well as human and financial resources, prioritising 
ways to tackle disabling environments can facilitate inclusivity. HDIs refer to a category of 
universities that catered for Black people under apartheid and are presently classified as such 
to redress historic inequalities (Africa & Mutizwa-Mangiza, 2018). Seven universities are 
presently classified as HDIs: the University of Fort Hare, the University of Limpopo, the 
University of Venda, Walter Sisulu University, the University of the Western Cape, the 
University of Zululand and Mangosuthu University of Technology. The Sefako Makgatho Health 
Science University, a former campus of the University of Limpopo, is also classified as an HDI. 
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These institutions have a history of being marginalised and have many students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds (Africa & Mutizwa-Mangiza, 2018). Relating to disability, not 
enough attention has been paid to lecturing experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic at 
these institutions. 

Literature is replete with experiences of students with impairments being disabled by their 
university environments (Moswela & Mukhopadhyay, 2018; Ngubane-Mokiwa & Zongozzi, 
2021; Zongozzi, 2020) as well as lecturer experiences of teaching students with varying 
impairments (Mutanga & Walker, 2017; Svendby, 2020). However, there is limited literature 
on the reflections of the lecturers who might be creating disabling situations and their 
perspectives on how they facilitate disabling experiences. In a study on the forms of support 
offered to students with disabilities by the Disability Unit at the University of Venda, an HDI, 
Mbuvha (2019) found that students did not get sufficient additional support from lecturers 
such as tutorials, curriculum differentiation and extra learning materials adapted for their 
needs. The study highlighted lecturer behaviours that hinder inclusivity. However, the lecturers’ 
views on those students’ experiences were excluded. Lecturers are important role players in 
creating more or less inclusive environments; thus, some attention should be paid to how they 
do this. Concerning nondisabled lecturers in particular, investigations that include their 
individual reflections can help to identify the “deeply conditioned” (Watermeyer, 2006, p. 35) 
assumptions ‘within’ that lead to teaching and learning practices that are consciously, 
unconsciously or dysconsciously exclusionary.  

The purpose of the study was to use a disability perspective to present my lecturing practices 
during the move to emergency remote teaching and learning (ERTL) in response to COVID-19 
while working at an HDI.  

Research Question 

The research question was:  

In what ways did I lecture, from a disability perspective, in terms of what I perceived 
and assumed was expected of me and my delivery of course materials, during the move 
to ERTL in response to COVID-19? 

What follows is a review of literature on disability in higher education and inclusive lecturing. 
Then, the social and human rights models of disability are presented. The methodology is 
outlined, followed by a presentation of the results according to the themes of ableist 
conditioned barrier building and reinforcing disability silences. The results are discussed and 
finally, the conclusion and recommendations are presented.  

Literature review 

Disability in South African higher education 

Article 24 of the UNCRPD (2006) states that, persons with disabilities should be assured of the 
right to inclusive education at all levels. South Africa, as a signatory of the UNCRPD, has to 
demonstrate its commitment to address disability. Croft (2010) observed that people with 
disabilities are excluded from educational opportunities and face difficulties in progressing to 
tertiary levels. Moreover, education models still battle to accommodate the broad needs of 
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people with disabilities and political dialogue on the disability in higher education is yet to reach 
prolific levels. A core problem has been the “invisibility” of people with disabilities in systems 
of freedom (Quinn & Degener, 2002). What seems to be apparent is that people with disabilities 
are excluded from political influence and are perceived to be too few to deserve resource 
investment, hence, significant higher education policy and research ‘silences’ on disability are 
witnessed (Morley, 2011; Verstraete, 2017). 

Despite seemingly progressive policy, for example, the National Education Policy Act 27 of 1996, 
the Draft Policy for the provision of quality education and support for children with severe to 
profound intellectual disabilities (2016) and the Strategic Policy Framework on Disability for the 
Post-School Education and Training System (2018), much still needs to be done to implement 
and sustain initiatives that support and include students with disabilities. It is well recognised 
that many universities are not fully equipped to cater for disabilities (Morley & Croft, 2011; 
Pudaruth, Gunputh & Singh, 2017; Southern Africa Federation of the Disabled, 2018). As Morley 
and Croft (2011, p. 393) noted, “while awareness about exclusion and equalities is developing, 
disability is a structure of inequality that has received little policy or research attention in higher 
education in low-income countries”.  

Studies on disability in South African universities have raised several issues. In a mixed method 
study on staff and students with disabilities’ experiences of disability support, inclusion and 
exclusion at Stellenbosch University, Lyner-Cleophas (2016) found that there were inclusive 
and exclusive practices at that university. The policy was inclusive, however, practices such as 
inconsistent lecturer support, inadequate training to deal with disability and less attention to 
less visible disabilities, resulted in exclusions. Mutanga’s (2018) qualitative study on the 
academic and life experiences of students with disabilities at two HDIs (the University of Fort 
Hare and University of Venda) revealed that their policies needed to be more inclusive. 
Mutanga (2018) found that students with disabilities struggled to access teaching and learning 
because of issues such as little effort made by lecturers to offer alternative consultation times, 
an inability to access study materials in friendly formats, a shortage of resources such as braille 
books as well as inaccessible teaching and learning methods used by lecturers. In a qualitative 
study of e-learning needs of students with disabilities at a South African university, Jaarsveldt 
and Ndeya-Ndereya (2015) found that lecturers distanced themselves from giving support to 
students with disabilities. This was attributed to their lack of knowledge and skills relating to 
disability, their lack of anticipation of disability needs as well as psychological factors such as 
discomfort and uncertainty. They argued that lecturers should accept responsibility for 
understanding accessibility issues and establish inclusive learning environments (Jaarsveldt & 
Ndeya-Ndereya, 2015). Additionally, that “through raising the confidence levels of lecturers 
and encouraging them to engage in a continuous process of self-reflective practice – there will 
be steady progress towards inclusive education” (Jaarsveldt & Ndeya-Ndereya, 2015, p. 210). 
In a study on lecturer perspectives on the academic lives of students with disabilities, Mutanga 
and Walker (2017) uncovered that lecturers blamed students with disabilities or the institution 
for their challenges, lacked an understanding of diversity and treated students with disabilities 
as a homogenous category. Furthermore, the lecturers acknowledged “their lack of awareness 
on how to react and act when confronted by students with disabilities or disability issues in 
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practice” (Mutanga & Walker, 2017, p. 5). Similar to Jaarsveldt and Ndeya-Ndereya (2015), 
Mutanga and Walker (2017, p. 7) made pertinent observations that: 

Lecturers need to be aware and be reflective of their perspectives and behaviour. Self-
reflection, which involves deep inward looking into every action is critical for lecturers 
to become more aware and active in meeting the needs of all students. This is only 
possible if lecturers are willing to self-examine their own conceptions. 

This article is a response to Mutanga and Walker’s (2017) call. 

Inclusive lecturing 

Inclusive lecturing “is about responding to the spectrum of different needs that any crowd of 
human beings will present to [lecturers]. Some of these are visible...others are not. Some of the 
needs are well known to their owners, others are not” (Brown & Race, 2003, p. 164). It caters 
for the needs of students with various impairments (Amka, 2017). Determining how to enhance 
access to higher education as well as the best ways to include underrepresented groups, in 
particular people with disabilities, is a challenging task for many lecturers (Ukpabio, 2019; 
Chiwandire, 2019; Nurjannah, Rahajeng & Arawindha, 2021). Using inclusive lecturing 
strategies can address accessibility challenges. When lecturing is not inclusive, it reinforces 
barriers to education experienced by students with disabilities (Osborne, 2019; Munemo & 
Bekele, 2020; Hsu et al., 2020) and ableism (Dolmage, 2017; D’Souza, 2020). Ableism is a 
predominately “unconscious acceptance of able-bodied privilege and sense of normal that 
does not need to be defined; normal is recognisable and “we know it when we see it” 
(Timberlake, 2020, p. 85). It  can also be  dysconsicious (Broderick  &  Lalvani,  2017), meaning 
it is “a flawed awareness- a way of thinking about disability that upholds and is upheld by, 
mainstream ideology around normality” (Timberlake, 2020, p. 91). It renders disability as 
“abject, invisible, disposable, less than human” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 7). The exclusion of people 
with disabilities is an inherent feature of ableism. The risk of taking such exclusion for granted 
is that “students with disabilities...will be seen as inevitable victims of an immutable part of 
social life and consequently treated as preordained failures” (D’Souza, 2020, p. 1181) and be 
marginalised. Concerted efforts are necessary to “eliminate or minimise the barriers that limit 
the correct learning of...students” (Rueda & Cerero, 2019, p. 98) created by ableism.  

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is an educational approach to teaching, learning and 
assessment that can be applied to respond effectively to student differences (Wilson, 2017). It 
is a framework that can reduce barriers of accessing course activities and content when it is 
applied (McGeehan, 2020). It gives guidance on how to provide multiple means of engagement, 
representation and means of action (Chiwandire, 2019). For example, the use of pause 
procedure, where short breaks are taken to review notes or discuss topics covered, can 
improve the accuracy of notes as well sustain student attention. This is valuable for students 
with learning disabilities (Pedroza, 2019). UDL encourages the use of different teaching 
approaches and forms of assessment to reduce giving privilege to one type of student. When 
it comes to the use of multiple methods, it emphasises the range of formats used per method 
in addition to the number of methods. When it is applied well, UDL can lead to learning 
environments that are more inclusive of all students, not simply for students with disabilities  
(Chiwandire, 2019; McGeehan, 2020). 
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Despite institutional goals that might be set to advance inclusive lecturing and incorporate UDL 
principles in teaching and learning, many educational practices still largely benefit students 
without disabilities and this seems to even be perceived as ‘normal’ (Kilinc, 2021). Further 
research into lecturing experiences is needed to provide insights into how they demonstrate 
exclusionary educational practices and how these can be shaped to be more inclusive of the 
needs of students with various impairments (Amka, 2017).  

Social and human rights models of disability 

The social model of disability (SMD) and human rights model of disability (HRMD) are two 
complementary models of disability (Lawson & Beckett, 2020) which are useful for positioning 
one’s understanding of disability and subsequently, how one might facilitate it. SMD focuses 
on the barriers (attitudinal, physical, political and so on) that exist separately from an 
individual’s impairment. The main premise is that society disables individuals and groups by 
catering for the needs of people who do not have impairments. The model emerged in the 
United Kingdom in the 1960s and the use of the actual term ‘social model of disability’ is traced 
to the 1980s. Oliver (1983) coined the phrase and is credited as a pioneer of the model. Oliver 
(1996) stated that:  

It is society which disables physically impaired people. Disability is something imposed 
on top of our impairments by the way we are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from 
full participation in society. Disabled people are therefore an oppressed group in 
society...it is necessary to grasp the distinction between the physical impairment and 
the social situation called ‘disability’ of people with such impairment...impairment [is] 
lacking all or part of a limb or having a defective limb, organism or mechanism of the 
body and disability [is] the disadvantage or restriction of activity caused by a 
contemporary social organisation which takes little or no account of people who have 
physical impairments and thus excludes them from participation in the mainstream of 
social activities. (Oliver, 1996, p. 22) 

The model rests on these arguments. Impairment is distinguished from disability where 
impairment pertains to a condition of the mind or body and disability results from the way 
society responds to that impairment (Degener, 2014). Oliver (2004, p. 30) argued that the 
model is “a practical tool, not a theory, an idea or a concept”. Disabling situations are partially 
created by people’s choices (Samaha, 2007). In a university context, for example, a lecturer’s 
choice of slides purely for personal aesthetic pleasure could be exclusionary and disabling. 
Working based on preferences overlooks the universal appropriateness of materials to 
accommodate students with various visual needs including students with visual impairments.  
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Figure 1. Social Model of Disability (Adapted from Samaha, 2007) 

 

Concerning remedies to disability, the model places the responsibility on society, not the 
person with an impairment, to remove the disabling barriers. The exclusions and oppression of 
people with impairments are to be resisted in all social arrangements of society. 

The human rights model of disability (HRMD) concentrates on the inherent dignity of human 
beings and afterwards, but only if necessary, on a person’s medical characteristics. It places the 
individual at the centre of all decisions affecting him/her and, most importantly, situates the 
main ‘problem’ outside the person and in society (Degener, 2014; Quinn & Degener, 2002). 
Similar to the SMD, societal factors account for disability. Every person, by virtue of being 
human, is a human rights subject and the human rights they are entitled to do not need the 
absence of impairment. The human rights encompass civil and political as well as economic, 
social and cultural rights. These two sets of rights are indivisible and interdependent (Degener, 
2014). Furthermore, the HRMD strives for social justice by offering a “roadmap for change” 
(Degener, 2014, p. 26). The UNCRPD human rights treaty has especially shaped policy 
responses to disability by providing a rights framework within which policy can be developed. 
Consequently, disability is being mainstreamed into policy areas where it was previously not 
considered thereby enhancing social justice. Concerning university contexts, this model 
positions these spaces as places where the rights of students with disabilities must be realised. 
Therefore, lecturers have a duty to ensure the rights of students with disabilities are respected. 

While some view the HRMD as a departure from the social model; others view it as an 
expansion and improvement of the SMD. Lawson and Beckett (2020, p. 350) argue that “the 
relationship between the two models is one in which neither can be viewed as an improvement 
on the other because each has distinctive roles to play”. The two theories can be applied in a 
complementary way to understand disability in higher education contexts. 
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Methodology 

Design 

A qualitative design was chosen. Specifically, retrospective autoethnography was used. It 
enabled an identification and questioning of the junctions between ‘self and society’, ‘the 
particular and the general’, ‘the personal and the political’, demonstrating myself “in the 
process of figuring out what to do, how to live and the meaning of [my] struggles” (Adams et 
al., 2015, p. 1-2). It is valuable for educational research (Starr, 2010) and was chosen because 
it “can produce personally, professionally and socially useful understandings of teaching and 
researching in higher education” (Pillay, Naicker & Pithouse-Morgan, 2016, p. 14). 

Data and Sources of Data 

The primary data were my lecture slides, my lecture recordings, WhatsApp messages and typed 
up and handwritten notes (self-data), of what could be recalled of main events and steps taken. 
The focus was on three courses that I lectured under ERTL while working for a South African 
HDI in 2020. The courses were Business Management, Labour Law and Research Methodology. 
The Business Management course had 130 students, the Labour Law course had 91 students 
and Research Methodology course had 53 students. The main data collection process of 
collating materials took place over a week (5-11 April 2021). For the first part of the week, I 
looked over course lectures slides, listened to lecture videos while taking notes of my 
perceptions and assumptions. The written record allowed me to capture personal matters 
(Fiske, 1990). The process was hampered by a failure to recall precise events (Wamsted, 2012) 
and disruptions to the times dedicated to recalling events but the recollections intended to 
focus on “lifting out and sharing meaning from (marginalised) experiences” (Schmid, 2019, p. 
273).  

Data Analysis 

Written, typed up data, were manually analysed through qualitative content analysis. The unit 
of analysis was my lecturing material. The analysis of texts involved coding texts then extracting 
themes (Mayring, 2000). A process of coding led to an identification of themes which do not 
“generate concepts and theory, but instead...describe the meanings and actions of [myself] and 
texts” (Drisko & Maschi, 2016, p. 105). A selection of audio and video data was used to augment 
text data. The videos were not transcribed, instead reflections on what was watched or listened 
to formed part of analysis. 

Results 

Two main themes emerged from categorising my lecturing experiences and reflections. These 
are presented next. 

Ableist conditioned barrier building  

Ableism was revealed in the perceptions and assumptions of what was expected of me, in the 
delivery of course materials. Although no student in any of the courses disclosed that they had 
a disability, not catering for students with disabilities was presented as a conditioned rather 
than planned behaviour and created barriers to potential learning from a disability perspective. 
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Perceptions and assumptions about what was expected  

When the first lockdown was announced on the 23rd of March 2020, I was unsure about what 
to expect. I wondered how I would work under the circumstances. The notion of social 
distancing was new and I wondered how it was meant to be managed. From April 2020, I 
attended several meetings at departmental, faculty and institutional levels where the 
responses to COVID-19 were discussed and resolutions were made. At all the meetings I 
attended, disability was incomprehensively discussed. By June 2020, I began some interactions 
with students via WhatsApp. 

Below is a personal narrative I wrote which summarises what I did: 

After the beginning of national lockdown was announced on 23 March 2020, for the 
first time, I could not physically go to work freely for reasons unrelated to institutionally 
based disruptions. Initially, I thought the situation would not be for long, so was not 
very concerned. At the time, I did not realise the implications of lockdown nor did I 
anticipate how quickly the institution would decide in response to the situation. Several 
new policies were introduced to support ERTL. I had to decide how I was going to 
manage teaching and learning activities under the circumstances. Between April and 
May 2020, I participated in different pieces of training such as how to use the university 
learning management system and Microsoft Teams...I also did my research on other 
online platforms such as Google and Zoom and on how to instruct and assess online. 
Despite the time invested, still, I did not feel I was fully knowledgeable and equipped to 
enter ERTL. I knew that there was no option but was not confident that the preparatory 
process I had gone through was enough. I placed the course materials (slides and course 
outlines) on the university learning management system...when June 2020 arrived, I 
began some contact with students via WhatsApp groups. WhatsApp became the main 
medium of communicating with students. I did not receive as many messages as I had 
feared when I created the groups. From July 2020, I had more interactions with students 
on WhatsApp as well as the university learning management system. I sent prerecorded 
lecture videos on the WhatsApp groups as well as posted these on the learning 
management system. I had a few live online classes on Blackboard and MS Teams where 
I displayed slides and at times showed videos from YouTube. Of the courses I lectured, 
the main challenges students faced was network connectivity and data access problems. 
I accommodated these challenges by having shorter live classes, sending prerecorded 
videos instead of having live classes and changing assessment dates (S. Makwembere, 
personal communication, April 5, 2021).  

The decisions about how I was going to manage teaching and learning activities were based on 
my perception that all the students I needed to cater for had the same learning needs. I 
prepared myself to along these lines. I researched on how to use different platforms, instruct 
and assess online assuming that I would cater for uniform student needs. I placed materials on 
the learning management system in single formats (Microsoft Document, Powerpoint or 
Portable Document Format). These were formats that I was familiar with and felt comfortable 
to use. I believed that the formats were sufficient. When I contacted students on WhatsApp, I 
assumed that they had no challenges in receiving my messages other than network connectivity 
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or data access. I believed that once I sent a message, it was received as it was sent. When it 
came to the prerecorded videos, I spoke as I went through slides believing that what I said 
would be heard and the images I presented would be seen. During live online classes on 
Blackboard or Microsoft Teams, which tended to be one hour to one and a half hours long, I 
was the main person who spoke. I held my lectures without video and believed that this method 
was sufficient as I assumed that all the students who attended only needed to hear me. I usually 
gave students an opportunity to ask questions after I was done but rarely received any 
questions. I thought that this meant that the students had no requests or that if they had any 
needs, that they would find a way to have these resolved by themselves. The accommodations 
I made to my lecturing were mainly to accommodate student network connectivity or data 
issues. In my view, these were the main needs students had expressed thus most 
accommodations were in response to this. 

Course material delivery  

Lecture slides and lecture videos were placed on the online learning management system 
Blackboard and were sometimes distributed via WhatsApp. I prepared lecture slides for classes 
using Microsoft Office and pre-recorded videos using Screencast-o-matic. Materials were 
viewable on Blackboard as illustrated in Figures 2 and 3. Lecture slides were uploaded in 
Microsoft PowerPoint format and lecture videos were in MP4 file format.  

Figure 2. Lecture slides posted on Blackboard 

 

 

Figure 3. Videos posted on Blackboard 
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The slides and videos were uploaded during the year and left on the platform for students to 
access. 

I recounted the following in my notes concerning my use of Blackboard: 

I put everything on Blackboard. No one told me about any particular features that I 
could use for students with disabilities. I don’t think I would necessarily have needed to 
use them but it would have been nice to know I had the options. I’m disappointed that 
I didn’t ask...it’s rather late now, it’s done...I think it might’ve been a lot of effort...The 
way I prepared was as I had done previously, there didn’t seem to be a need to do 
anything differently (S. Makwembere, personal communication, April 5, 2021) 

The lecture slides typically included English written text and different images or figures. Figures 
4 to 7 illustrate my typical presentation of slides. At times, the slides had links to YouTube videos 
as shown in Figures 4 and 5. During classes, the YouTube videos would be shown to students. 
If a pre-recorded lecture was prepared, the YouTube video would be shown as part of the 
recording too. 

Figure 4. Business Management lecture slides with links to YouTube videos 
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Figure 5. Research Methodology lecture slides with links to YouTube videos  

  

I recalled my incorporation of videos as follows: 

I liked the option to show videos. I didn’t get to do that last year. I never showed any 
videos in classes, it was just impossible...It seemed too much effort to rearrange class 
schedules and go through the venue booking system...I was now able to get around this. 
I feel proud that I tried this out. I’m not sure if these were the best possible videoes but 
they were nice in my view...I heard about captions and alternative text earliler this year 
on Twitter. I never thought to use these options at all. If there was any person in class 
that needed them, they must’ve been so annoyed...felt cheated. (S. Makwembere, 
personal communication, April 5, 2021)  

At times, images were included in the lecture slides such as in Figures 6 and 7. Sometimes 
animations were also used with the images to emphasise certain points as illustrated in Figure 
6. 

Figure 6. Business Management lecture slides with images 
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Concerning the additional features I included on slides, my thoughts were as follows: 

I like animations. I don’t use them much but here (Slide 13 and 14) I liked the bit of 
drama. If I had a blind student, I wonder how I would handle this. At the time, I really 
was more focused on getting the animations to appear correctly. I assumed that 
everyone was going to see them and like them. I wasn’t aware of any reason not to 
include animations. Do I stop using animations on slides because one student in my 
class is blind?  (S. Makwembere, personal communication, April 5, 2021)  

Figure 7. Labour Law lecture slides with images  

 

 

The images selected to be part of the lecture slides as well as the YouTube videos were my 
choice. During the lecture presentations, I would direct students’ attention to particular points 
on slides and aspects of images or figures. I would use phrases such as ‘As you can see here...’ 
and ‘What is clear here is...’ when referring to certain content. 

I also used prerecorded video content prepared using Screencast-o-matic, a video recording 
and editing software which I purchased at the price of USD$19.80 for the year. When images 
were part of the lecture slides, I used the in-built pointer to refer to different parts of the images 
as illustrated in Figure 8.  

Figure 8. Pointer use in Labour law prerecorded lecture video 
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Occasionally, YouTube videos would be part of pre-recorded content. The selection of these 
tended to be based on what I viewed as a video that gave useful information. Such videos 
included people presenting information such as in Figure 9 or only voice overs with images as 
illustrated in Figure 10. 

Figure 9. Research methodology prerecorded lecture video with YouTube video  

 

 

Figure 10. Business Management pre-recorded lecture video with YouTube video  

 

 

After rewatching the video in Figure 10, my reaction was as follows: “I can’t believe there is so 
little text. I liked how the video simplified the techniques but wow, this was for a hearing and 
seeing audience. I prepared this for someone like me” (S. Makwembere, personal 
communication, April 8, 2021) 

Also, I used pre-recorded videos to demonstrate various things such as how to create charts as 
shown in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11. Research methodology video to demonstrate how to create charts 

 

 

Pre-recorded videos were sometimes used to provide feedback on assessments (Figure 12). 

Figure 12. Prerecorded video providing feedback on a Business Management assessment 

 

As with lecture presentations, in the pre-recorded videos, I would direct students' attention to 
certain points on slides and aspects of images or figures. 

Reinforcing disability silences 

Concerning references to disability, disability was referred to in a written form during three 
instances, two during the Research Methodology lectures and one during a Labour Law lecture. 
There were no extended discussions of disability in the classes associated with the slides. In the 
first instance, during a Research Methodology lecture, disability was referred to as part of 
examples of publication titles (Figure 13). The title was ‘Career advancement challenges facing 
people with disabilities’.  
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Figure 13. Research Methodology lecture slides 

 

On the second occasion, during another Research Methodology lecture on research ethics, the 
Willowbrook study ‘on children diagnosed with mental retardation’ was cited (Figure 14). 

Figure 14. Research Methodology lecture slides 

 

 

In the final instance, disability was referred to during a Labour Law lecture on the Employment 
Equity Act. People with disabilities were identified as belonging to the definition of designation 
groups.  

Figure 15. Labour Law lecture slides 
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No discussions on disability took place beyond these references made during these lectures. 
For the Willowbrook study in Figure14, I did not consider whether the slides reinforced any 
negative attitudes or beliefs about disability. My thoughts at the time were that the slide 
created a basis for discussion on unethical research. 

My views on the way I handled the lecture with the Willowbrook study were that: 

I saw mental retardation being referred to in different descriptions about the study and 
thought this was correct. This means the situation was not just my problem. The 
problem was that I just gave information without casting a critical eye over it. But, I 
didn’t even know how to engage critically from a disability perspective...If it was not for 
these reflections, I was probably going to carry on referring to the term mental 
retardation...I needed help to know how to handle disability discussions in class. (S. 
Makwembere, personal communication, April 8, 2021) 

I felt ill prepared to handle discussions relating to disability in class.  

Discussion 

Ableism characterised the patterns of perceptions of and assumptions about what was 
expected and the course material delivery. The form and formats of materials developed were 
taken to be “normal” and the delivery of information was perceived as “normal” albeit the 
“abnormal” circumstances of COVID-19. Accessibility for students with disabilities was not 
prioritised at the time. Mbuvha’s (2019) study pointed to this lack of support from lecturers as 
well. YouTube videos and prerecorded videos had no additional features such as captions, 
subtitles or video transcripts. No steps were taken to check and make use of the Blackboard or 
Screencast-o-matic accessibility features. The choices were based on what was perceived as a 
‘normal’ audience with similar learning needs in my academic reality. I met a “standard of 
normal” (Dolmage, 2017).  This ‘normal’ category is socially invented and part of an “ableist 
‘reality’ that...has been created, and is maintained, through higher education” (Dolmage, 2017, 
p. 6). My lecturing was ableist, for “able-bodiedness...represented as at once ideal, normal, and 
the mean or default” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 7). There was no sensitivity to the fact that the 
preparation and presentation of materials as well as the assumptions made valued able-
bodiedness and inadvertently justified barriers of inequality for students with disabilities 
(Dolmage, 2017). 

The absence of lecturing practices which took students with disabilities into account were 
similar to what students shared as their experiences in Mbuvha’s (2019) study. Lecture planning 
and delivery processes under the ERTL circumstances took place without interrogating whether 
they were disability inclusive. This exemplified a lack of lecturer preparedness and ignorance 
concerning disability, also found amongst lecturers by Mutanga and Walker (2017). Students in 
Mbuvha’s (2019) study expressed inaccessibility of learning due to a lack of such 
accommodations by lecturers. The failure to apply UDL principles meant that barriers to 
potential learning were present. These ableist practices of not applying UDL principles seemed 
to be dysconscious (Broderick & Lalvani, 2017). Irrespective of no known students with 
disabilities, they created barriers, the kind of “barriers that have kept people with disabilities 
out of social institutions like universities” (Dolmage, 2017, p. 59). The justifications for 
producing the materials the way they were produced at the time were exclusionary and the 
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assumptions about the audience were exclusionary. The evidence points to little recognition or 
critical questioning of how lecturing accommodated diverse needs. This might not have been 
intentional. It highlights that indeed disability is a powerful invisible social force, which can lead 
to a conditioning, which finds the exclusion of students with disabilities as acceptable. From a 
human rights perspective, such lecturing practices do not create situations to facilitate self-
determination, that is, they do not recognise the right of students with disabilities to take and 
develop responsibility for their learning decisions and situations (Donnelly, 2011). 

The lecturing practices silenced disability experiences as they overlooked disability. This 
discounting of people with disabilities was also found by Gabel and Miskovic (2014), Rocco 
(2005) and Hirschmann (2014).  Yoshida and Shanouda (2015) found, that experiences of 
people with disabilities are often silenced. Lectures neither included examples of disability-
related issues or images of people with disabilities nor facilitated a meaningful discussion on 
disability. The slide on the Willowbrook study exemplified how violently society has treated 
people with disabilities and the lecturing non-response exemplified how normalised this 
seemed to be. Society is accustomed to overlooking people with disabilities and their 
experiences (Rocco, 2005; Hirschmann, 2014). The use of the term mentally retarded is 
rejected. Referring to someone as mentally retarded is disrespectful and offensive (Granello, 
2019; Garcia, Granello & Boehm, 2020). Intellectual disability is the term considered more 
appropriate as it speaks to how society limits the individual as opposed to attributing fault to 
the individual (Cluley, 2018; VanDetta-Smitherman, 2018). Where disability related references 
are used in lectures without interrogation, as the evidence revealed, disability discourse is 
silenced (Gabel & Miskovic, 2014). The importance of disability experiences, for example, 
through incorporating critical disability literature in curricula, is important.  

Conclusion 

There is no standardised disability support in South African higher education, therefore, many 
lecturers in HDIs can find themselves without guided support to address disability in their 
classrooms whether or not they have students with disabilities. Given this reality, lecturers still 
have their own agency and ability to self-correct. Inclusive higher education needs reflexivity 
that results in behavioural changes, which promotes truly inclusive teaching and learning 
practices. This article revealed some exclusionary lecturing practices adopted under ERTL 
during 2020. Neither lecturers nor their HEIs are immune to society’s dominant ableist 
discourse. While it is ideal for institutional support to be provided to lecturers to better handle 
disability, lecturers do not have to wait for their institutions to provide them with guidance on 
how to better support students with disabilities. Progressively inclusive changes can be made 
independent of institutional direction based on the rights accorded to people with disabilities. 
Lecturers do not have to wait to encounter students with disabilities. Through engaging in 
reflexive processes, an individual’s agency can be activated to counter the marginalisation of 
students with disabilities and other forms of exclusionary higher education practices.  

Recommendations 

Studies on disability in higher education should be “about challenge, debate, uncertainty and 
new forms of academic production” (Swartz & Watermeyer, 2006, p. 6). HEIs (both public and 
private) should look to engage in disability research to enhance understanding and shift 
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practices both internally and in the higher education sector, through provoking critical thinking 
on disability because access to higher education is a social and human rights issue. Indicators 
of access to higher education should use holistic approaches. Enrolment into universities of 
students with disabilities should be deemphasised as a primary marker of access as this does 
not fully respond to the physical, social and legal barriers which impact the lived experiences 
of people with disabilities (Shakespeare, 2011). Disability assessments can rather focus on ways 
to broadly interrogate inclusivity. For example, instead of only establishing whether lecture 
theatres have ramps, measures can be introduced to evaluate the preparedness of lecturers to 
handle the delivery of courses to students with diverse learning needs in those lecture theatres 
or on online platforms.  

Lecturers should intentionally and proactively devise and use tools to create the best learning 
environment for students (Appert et al., 2018; Kachani, Ross & Irvin, 2020). These need not be 
completely new. Inclusive teaching principles can be followed such as establishing and 
supporting class settings that foster belonging to all students, establish clear student 
expectations, choose course content that appreciates diversity and recognises barriers to 
inclusion, design every course element for accessibility and reflect on teaching beliefs to 
increase self-awareness and one’s commitment to inclusion (Appert et al., 2018; Kachani et al., 
2020). When preparing lecture content in a variety of forms (for example, Powerpoint 
presentations and videos), use different ways of representing and supporting materials (for 
example, illustrations, summaries, captions and alternative text for images), choose course 
content by authors of diverse backgrounds and that reflects systematically underrepresented 
or missing perspectives and plan for the use multiple methods to convey information and 
adjustable formats (Appert et al., 2018; Gillian‐Daniel et al., 2020). In the classroom, establish 
guidelines to promote inclusive learning in the classroom with students, build rapport with 
students through, for example, learning their names, having online chats and sharing about 
your interests, diversify class activities to offer a variety of ways for students to participate in 
class, use examples that reflect diversity and intersectionality, extend ways of encouraging class 
engagement, for example, designing activities or assignments with students, build awareness 
of student behaviours in the classroom and devise ways to deal with challenging behaviours 
such as microaggression and address, not ignore, difficult classroom behaviours such as 
offensive comments, by extending opportunities to probe the behaviours without attributing 
motive as well as applying existing policies and procedures and direct students to where they 
can get additional support (Appert et al., 2018; Schuelka et al., 2019; Kabel et al, 2021; Kachani 
et al., 2021). Concerning teaching beliefs, avoid making assumptions about students’ abilities, 
treat every student as an individual, consider individual positionality and interrogate the ways 
perceptions of the self and others have been shaped, probe conscious and unconscious biases 
(Appert et al., 2018; Schuelka et al., 2019; Gillian‐Daniel et al., 2020; Kachani et al., 2021; 
Naraian, 2021).   

It will not be possible for HDIs to achieve all that would be necessary to ensure lecturers, as key 
role players of inclusive higher education, immediately have the resources and knowledge they 
need to address disability issues. Therefore, strategies to progressively build capacities should 
be developed with staff and students with disabilities and as far as possible, include other key 
role players in the disability community to ensure that needs are appropriately met. These 
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strategies can include identifying and establishing relationships with key stakeholders who can 
meaningfully participate in the dialogue on inclusive reform, providing diversity and inclusion 
workshops and reviewing policies for inclusivity and making changes where there are 
weaknesses (Appert et al., 2018; Kachani et al., 2020). As the strategies are implemented, 
lecturers should be encouraged to reflect on the ways they are implementing these and share 
them. The presence of a safe environment will be vital for this, therefore, careful consideration 
should be given to how the revelations will be handled if they are used for performance 
management. 
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