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EXPERIENCES OF STUDENTS WITH
DISABILITIES AT KAZGUU UNIVERSITY

ABYLGAZINA AIDANA, ASKHATOVA MEERIM, ERIK AIGERIM

Abstract: This small-scale research examines the experiences of students with disabil-
ities at M. Narikbayev KAZGUU University. It therefore addresses the main research
question: What are the experiences of the inclusive education of the students with dis-
abilities at KAZGUU University? To answer this question, a basic qualitative research
strategy was used. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five research par-
ticipants with various disabilities. Through qualitative data analysis, three key themes
were identified that reveal their experiences. These are: responsiveness of faculty and
staff, challenges in education process, and social visibility of students. Moreover, the
findings helped to answer subsidiary questions: 1) Are students with disabilities satis-
fied with the inclusive education at the university? 2) What kind of recommendations
can be given based on the results of this small-scale study?

Keywords: students with disabilities, inclusive education, qualitative research, ground-

ed theory analysis

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE
REVIEW

Inclusive education (from French “inclusif” -
including) - the process of developing general
education, which implies the availability of
education for everyone, including people
with special needs. According to the results
of large-scale research, involving more
than 30 German universities, students are
restricted by various means to get inclusive
education (Bartz, 2020). In particular, the
problems that they face are appropriate
learning materials, accessibility of special
spaces, and the relationships with teachers.
Therefore, it is important to examine each
situation of students with disabilities to
properly plan a learning course and make
them inclusive and accessible for those
students. Moreover, Ekelman, et al. (2013)
found out that the students with disabilities

experience social significance problems,
and especially in the relationships with
academic staff and university environment.
In this study, 10 students with disabilities
were interviewed to learn about the
problems they face. As a result, retention,
transition issues and concerns have
been identified as important problems.
Sometimes academic staff does not have
the ability to fully provide comfort for such
students. It was confirmed by Morifa, et al.
(2017), where the participants in the study
say that the academic staff are not well
enough prepared to deal adequately with
students with disabilities. Earlier, Duquette
(2000) found out that the staff may not
always fully understand the needs of such
students. For this reason, it is important to
be able to focus on giving information about
disabilites and improve communication
with disabled students as it was suggested
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by the study by Spassiani, et al (2017).
Even though there were only 12 students
who took part in their study, it was a good
starting point for colleges to begin thinking
about what students

with disabilities prefer, and what barriers
and supports they experience. As said
by the authors of that study: “.. it is so
important for people with disabilities to be
part of research so that their experiences
and opinions can be heard” (Spassiani et
al., 2017, p. 137). We support this opinion
and believe that people with disabilities
need to be part of research so we can
figure out how to best support students in
the way they want to be supported. Our
research aims to voice the experiences of
disabled students at our university so that
KAZGUU University’s administration and
faculty members can get some valuable
information about how disabled students
can better be provided with inclusive
education conditions. This study not only
focuses on the problems, but also suggests
recommendations for solving problems by
introducing some kind of improvement. It is
also important that this is apparently the first
study on this topic, which was conducted
within the walls of KAZGUU University.

MAIN AND SUBSIDIARY
QUESTIONS

The main question of this research is:

What are the experiences of the inclusive
education of the students with disabilities at
KAZGUU University?

The subsidiary questions are:

Are students with disabilities satisfied with
the inclusive education at the university?

What kind of recommendations can be
given based on the results of this small-
scale study?

KAZGUU LIBERAL ARTS DIGEST - RESEARCH PAPERS

METHODOLOGY

Data collection. We applied basic
qualitative research design as it focuses
on researching particular experience and
opinions (Corbin & Straus, 2015), and suits
the most the needs of novice researchers.
We used semi-structured interviews as
the primary instrument of data collection.
Participants were purposefully sampled
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). We have selected
our participants based on the following
criteria: 1) they are students of KAZGUU
University, 2) they have all reached the age
of 18, and 3) they have various disabilities
(physical and/or mental). It did not matter
what course and what specialty the students
were studying. There were representatives
of all four courses, and such specialties
as jurisprudence, psychology and law
enforcement. Overall, five students agreed
to participate in our research. Among them
are 3 males and 2 females. Our research
explores sensitive topic. However, the
questions of interviews were formulated in
a way to bypass unpleasant associations of
participants. During the interview, to build
the rapport, we asked several warm-up
and demographic questions to get to know
our participants as best as possible. Since
this is a semi-structured interview, the
questions varied depending on the mood of
the students. Basically, in this section there
were simple questions, such as: “Introduce
yourself”, “Tell about your day and your
hobbies” and others. Broad questions
consisted of, firstly, telling about the nature
of the disability and, secondly, sharing the
experience of studying at the university. To
achieve more detailed information, probing
and reflexive questions were asked.

Each participant was aware of the
anonymity and confidentiality procedures.
For anonymity, the names of students
were replaced with alphabetical letters:
A, B, C, D and Z. For confidentiality
purposes, all information was stored on
Google drive protected by password
known only to researchers. Each of the
participants signed an informed consent
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form, which, in brief, described what is
required of our participants, their rights,
as well as our contact details in case the
participant decides to file a complaint. Two
copies of the document were made, one
of which remained with the participant.
Each interview took approximately 20-30
minutes. The interviews were conducted
in Russian language, were audiotaped and
later transcribed.

Data analysis. The collected data was
analyzed through the constructivist
grounded theory approach studied during
the lectures. This method focuses on
organizing data into several categories,
which could help to answer the main
question. The steps of analysis are:
Open codes -> Axial codes -> Thematic
codes. We, as researchers, collected the
information from the given interviews and
processed it several times until the themes
emerged naturally. Immediately these
natural divisions appeared, we started to
code the raw data and search for the similar
codes to create subtopics. These subtopics
later developed into larger themes. The
data was analyzed to identify topics that
fully reveal the experience of students
with disabilities in the process of inclusive
education. For more convenience, we have
divided the themes and related axial codes
by colors (see Table 1). Overall, 320 axial
codes were identified, among them 3 key
themes were distinquished. In addition, it is

noteworthy that 18 discrepant codes were
left and they did not fit into any category.

To ensure the validity and reliability of
our research, we used such strategies
as member-checking, rich and thick
description, presentation of the negative
information that runs counter to the themes,
and peer debriefing. First of all, a member-
checking strategy is used to match the
experience of participants and researcher’s
interpretation of it. Second of all, a rich
and thick description strategy was used
in order to describe in a detailed way a
particular case that is connected with the
participant’s experience and university’s
conditions in terms of providing inclusive
education. Thirdly, presentation of the
negative and discrepant information. The
use of this strategy can be considered one
of the key factors for this study to acquire
a natural and realistic character. Since the
topic of this study and the results that have
been achieved by the researchers may be
contradictory. The last one, which is peer
debriefing strategy, is aimed to make the
results of this research valid and credible by
involving another person into this study and
let them ask questions that the researchers
should take into account.

FINDINGS

Responsiveness of faculty and staff. To

Time Speaker Open codes Axial codes Thematic codes
3:12 Aidana Kaxme mvers0?
3:13 Student A Aaa...Hy Hanpiep yrnobrste ayanTopimn. To ects, Hy, | Facilities for people with Academic
0e3 JecTHHIL, B3 BRICTYNOB, KaK OBI. HY eCTh 37leCh TaKue disabilities responsiveness from
aYTITOPIIN, Na. faculty and staff
Mue moTOM MPIXOMITCA TITH 1 MPOCHTE MOMEHATE
HOIHOCTEIO 4YIITOPHIO. Seeking help from the university
to change the classroom
3:35 Aidana A gacTo mi1 Ber obpamaeTech 32 MOMOMIBO K TIOMAM, K
OHOIPYTIITHIKAM 3718ChT
3:42 Student A Boo01me He 4acTo, HO S HIKOIJa He cTaaxuBazacs TyT ¢ | Help from students Social visibility
TaKoil MPoOHaEMOIT KK, 3TOT, KY... TTONPOCHTH K2k O8I,
~ANMIT FIOAROIST H TTOMOAIO]

Table 1
Screenshot of Data Analysis
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answer the main question of the study,
three key themes were identified. The first
big theme was called “responsiveness of
faculty and staff”. Out of 5 interviews, 104
axial codes were allocated for this topic in
total. This means that, firstly, faculty and
staff is almost always aware of the limited
capabilities of a particular student. Thus, for
example, Student A with physical disabilities
mentioned that she receives a sufficient
amount of attention from teachers: “[la, ko-
HEYHO, OHM camu, Kak Obl, camu MHOMBUAY-
anbHO noaxogsT. To ecTb MAET napa, Ham
YTO-TO OOBACHSIOT, KaKyH-TO HOBYIO TEMY,
N KO MHE elle OTAENbHO NIMYHO NOoAXoaMUT
yynTenb 1 cnpawnBaeT Bce N MHe 6bIno
NOHATHO... BOT". Student A also repeatedly
notes that she likes to study at KAZGUU
due to the fact that the administration
cares about her health condition in matters
concerning her attendance: “Het He Bnus-
eT (noceLaemMoCTb Ha yCrneBaemMocCTb), Bbl
3HaeTe, YHUBEPCUTET MAET HABCTpPeYy no
TakuM BOMPOCAaM. ..OHU 3HAOT Kakne y MeHs
ycnosua”. Similarly with Student A, Student
B, who has a hearing impairment, says that
teachers are aware of his disability: “Hy s
BooOLLEe cpa3dy e roBopl, YTO A NIIOXO
cnbiwy M MoxeTte nostoputb. lNMpenopa-
BaTenn NoHUMarwwe K 3TOMy OTHOCATCS
kak-T0”. Student B even repeatedly notes
that he has no discomfort when asking
for information that he could not hear:
‘Tlrogn cTecHaATCA CBOUX HeOOoCTaTKoB
nony4aetrca u 6oOATCA Hy nepecnpawu-
BaTb, @ NMNYHO Y MEHS KaK Obl HET TaKoro”.
Secondly, the university administration also
makes every effort to ensure the comfort
of such students during their studies. For
example, Student A was provided with an
assistant to climb the stairs. There was also
a case where the step to the dining room
was removed, which prevented her from
entering this territory:

‘U oHn ewe HekoTOpble moporn ybpanw,
Korga s BOT MocTynuna...93 HaBepHoe Bbl
Xe 3HaeTe npo cTonoByk? Tam paHblue
ObIn Nopor, OHK ke ero ybpanu n NpocTo
yragamTe 13-3a KOro ato cgenanu. 370 S
BOT nogHsna wym”.

KAZGUU LIBERAL ARTS DIGEST - RESEARCH PAPERS

However, the administration is not always
able to keep track of the full measure of
comfort. Thus, Student C with a physical
disability mentioned anot very pleasantcase
related to a failure in physical education:
‘MHe Ha nepBOM Kypce cKasanu, 4To y
MeHs1 ocBOBOXAEHNE eCTb NO OOBLEKTUB-
HbIM nNpuymMHam. Ho noyemy-To B 4YeTBep-
TOM KypCe 3asiBMISILOT, YTO Y MEHS HE3a4EeT
3a BTOPOW TPETUM U YETBEPTLIN KYPC U CEn-
Yyac nget pasbuparensctso’. According to
him, academic staff can sometimes “make
mistakes”, but such moments do not spoil
the overall impression of the work of the
KAZGUU administration.

Challenges in education process. The next
theme that emerged naturally from the
data analysis is “challenges in education
process”, which included 80 axial codes.
This topic implies the difficulties faced by
students with disabilities in the process
of their studies at the university. Since
students with different types of disabilities
were involved in the study, accordingly, each
student had different problems during the
interview process. For example, Student C,
who has limited physical abilities, said that
it is difficult for him to move in places where
there is a large space and where there is
nothing to grab onto: “Hy onuwy cutyaumto
4TO, HaNpUMep, S CKa)xeM Tak NPUKOBaH K
CTEeHe, MOTOMY YTO S AOIMKEH XOAUTb BO3-
ne CTeHbl, HY 3TO Takasd NoACTpaxoBKa Ha
YypOBHE MO3ra, NoToMy 4YTO S MOry CXBa-
TMTbCAa TMNA”. Students who have hearing
problems face difficulties such as poor
sound insulation inside the classrooms. In
our case, these are students B and D who
study in different courses:

“‘Hy BoobLue, s 3ameTun, B kabnHeTax He-
KOTOpPbIX, 0OCOBEHHO aTpuyma, Tam xe cTe-
Hbl TOHKME MONy4YaeTcsa U BCerga Kakomn-To
ryn CTOMT OT CTYAEHTOB CHapyxu. M kak
Obl peyb yumTens eLe n cnMBaeTca ¢ 3TUM
BceM’- Student B.

“Y Hac e ecTb aTpuym, 1 TaM BOT KabuHe-
Thbl..TaM B 3TUX KabnHeTax 3ByKon3onauuns
nnoxas Kak Obl...0oMeHb LWYyMHO ObIBaeT,
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Koraa MHOro nogen...Tak ewe n 9Xo BO3-
HWKaET...B TaKkux criydasax s BoobLie Hu4ve-
ro He cnbiwy” - Student D.

Also some students have to spend a lot of
time to get ready and go to the university,
as was the case with Student A:

“A BcTato...3a 3-4 yaca Ao 3TOro, HyXHO
Xe MHe ycneTb cobpaTtbcs, elle n Hakpa-
CUTbCH, NEepeKkycuTb, OLEBalOCb A TOXe
JOCTaTOMHO [J0Nnro camu MNoHMMaeTe...
CecTpeHka OObIMHO CcTapaeTcs, nomora-
€T, BMECTE BbIXOA4MM Ha OCTaHOBKY, OHa B
CBOW YHMBEPCUTET, a 4 B CBOW”.

Student C experiences the same problem:
“Bcé aT10 3aHMMaEeT Yy Tb 6onbLle BpeEMEHU

yem y 0OblYHbIX Ntogen. Buauwe, korga
nogn ogesakTca 3a 15 MUHYT, TO MHe
Hafo rae-to 25 MUHYT NpuMepHo Tak. Mo-
TOMY YTO, 9TO MPOUCXOAUT KpaunHe mea-
neHHo”. However, as we mentioned earlier,
not all students have the same disability,
therefore, not all students we interviewed
need to spend a lot of time preparing.

An important issue to consider is whether
these students feel comfortable when they
talk about their disabilities to their friends
or classmates. For example, since Student
A and C have physical disabilities, one of
them moves in a wheelchair, and the other
is helped by his friend to move around, so
the surrounding people understand their
condition. And students who have hearing
impairment and post-traumatic syndrome
do not particularly like to share what
problems they face with their classmates.
For example, Student D shares: “Hy npocto
3HaKoOMbIM 51 He X04y 00 9TOM pacckasbl-
BaTb...4TO Y MEHS Npobnembl CO CIyXoM,
MHE KaKk-TO HenoBko 4To nn”. However,
Student B does not hesitate to tell his
classmates that he has hearing problems
and keeps in touch with them for certain
reasons:

“Hy 3a4em aT0, NpocTO NycTas TpaTa Bpe-
MEHW, Tyrno obLeHune... Hy A nobnto Ko-
HeYyHO obLaTbCs, Y MEHS eCTb ApYy3bsl, HO

WMEHHO B OOMbLUMHCTBE C OL4HOrPyMnHU-
Kamu s 6bl He ckasarn, YTO Y MEHS Kakne-To
APY>XECKNE OTHOLLEHUS, Y MEHA TOSbKO C
HAMWU [OeroBble OTHOLUEHUS: s AOMaLUKy
cnpawumBato 1 Tak ganee’.

Social visibility. The last topic, which also
helped us to uncover the experiences of

students with disabilities at university
is - social visibility. According to a study
conducted by Clifford, social visibility is how
an individual is perceived by other members
of a group and what place he occupies in this
society. This position is achieved through
certain skills or their absence (1963). In our
study, this theme has sub-themes such as
participation in events within the university
walls, communication with classmates, and
relationships with faculty members. The
first sub-theme is called “participation or
non-participation in events”, which means
non-academic activity within the university
walls. The students we interviewed were
not involved in such events due to personal
reasons. For example, Student A says: “A
Tak 13 cobbITUin 8 yyacTBOBana oavH pas
Ha NOCBSLLEHMM, 3TO ObINIO OANH pa3s, MHEe
NMOTOM CaMoOW He MOHPaBMOCb, cama Mo-
TOM ylna, NOTOMY 4YTO He MOorfla HamTu
obwmn a3blk ¢ pebaramn”. Student Z has
similar attitude: “llymHO Tam... n MHe He
HpaBuTCs BooOLe NybnnyHble BbICTYMIe-
Huna”. Other students do not participate in
events due to their disabilities as shared by
Student D: “XoTenocb BOT NOYyBCTBOBATb
YHUBEPCUTETCKYIO XWU3Hb...a Takue LUyM-
Hble MeponpuaTUs 1 He ocobo nbnio...
HaBepHO W TakK MOHATHO noyemy”. The
same reason demotivates Student C to
participate in events: “decTHo, a1 He ntobnto
y4acTBOBaTb BO BCSKUX MEPONPUATUSIX,
NMOTOMY YTO & 3HalO, YTO S HE MOry cnpa-
BUTBLCS C YEM-TO".

The second sub-theme is called
‘communication with classmates and other
students”. This sub-theme implies what kind
of relationships students with disabilities
have with their classmates, how often they
communicate, and how other students react



172

to them at the university. As mentioned
earlier, Student B adheres to business
relations with his classmates, or rather,
communicates with them when he needs it.
And the same can be said about Student
Z, who does not like to communicate with
his classmates. However, there are those
who have different relationships with their
groupmates. For example, Student A who
says: “Hy......1 KOHEYHO He Takou 4eno-
BeK, KOTopbIi obliaeTcss co BCeMU nog-
pag, Y MEHS LOBOSIbHO Y3KWW KpPYr, HO €
obwatck ga. Xopowue y MeHsi OTHO-
leHnsa c...c ogHorpynnHukamu’. Besides
their groupmates, the research participants
mentioned readiness of other KAZGUU
students to help them whenever it is needed.

The last sub-theme called “relationships
with teachers”. This sub-theme uncovers
the relationships between the students
and their teachers, the problems that they
face during their studies, and teachers’
accommodation of the needs of such
students so that students with disabilities
can feel comfortable. For example, Student
A describes her relationship with teachers
as follows: “XopoLune OTHOLWIEHUS Yy MEHS
C npenogasaTtensiMn. A ¢ HUMWU...s1 C HUMK
ctapatocb apyxutb’. Whereas, Student Z
when describing her relationship with one
of the faculty members notes: “Het, oHa
BCerga ctapaeTcs roBoputb pebaram ‘ga-
BauiTe Tuwe, He Bygem wymeTw’. It is also
worth mentioning that not everyone shared
only positive experience of communicating
with faculty members. Thus, Student D,
who had hearing impairment, encountered
an intolerant attitude on the part of the
teacher at the lesson, who didn’t like the
idea of repeating the same information to
that student.

CONCLUSION

To sum up everything that was mentioned
before, this research shows that the
responsiveness of faculty and staff of
KAZGUU plays a big role in the overall
experience of students with disabilities. It
was found that, in general, students feel

KAZGUU LIBERAL ARTS DIGEST - RESEARCH PAPERS

comfortable precisely because of the way
the administration takes care of students
and provides their support. It was found that
the student experience also consists of the
difficulties students face on adaily basis. But,
despite this, they have learned to cope with
them and nothing prevents students from
living and enjoying a full life. And, thirdly, the
student experience includes social visibility,
which makes us understand that students
have equal conditions for participating in
student events and sections. Students
achieve their goals, have hobbies, make
friends and get interesting experiences
while studying at the university.

Relying back to the participant’s opinion,
it was also found out that the students
are partially satisfied with the inclusive
education process in the university. It means
that some participants are fully satisfied with
conditions and others said that there is a way
to improvement. However, when coming
to recommendations, not many of them
were listed. Thus, the research participants
offered some recommendations connected
with students’ safety and necessary facilities.
They are: additional elevators, desks for
students who have physical disability or
move with the wheelchair, soundproofing
in Atrium classrooms, supports at the walls
where there is a lot of space, classrooms
or recreation areas where it is forbidden to
make noise.
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