
 University as a Disabling Environment - Barriers to Learning and 

Obstacles Along the Way ___________________________________________________________________________

“The cause of oppression usually exists in the social or constructed environment and not in 

the body. Every inaccessible building is a closet representing the oppression of people with 

disabilities by able-bodied society.” (Siebers, 2004: 4)

The social model of disability stresses that specific problems experienced by people with 

disabilities result from the totality of disabling environments and cultures (Oliver, 2004). 

As I began analyzing the data it occurred to me that many of the practical difficulties that 

participants in the study experienced were due to environmental barriers and obstacles that 

are a direct result of an inaccessible educational environment. This environment includes 

inaccessible learning materials, inequality in examination conditions, inadequate 

understanding of the students’ needs and lack of inclusive academic environment. 

This theme will present various difficulties that students experienced during their academic 

journey. All of these issues were mentioned by all of the participants in one way or another. 

These difficulties are a result of the interaction between the environment and the impairment, 

thus actualizing the concept of disability, and most of them are soluble problems caused by 

incorrect treatment from university staff, faculty and support services. 

First I will explore the problem of speaking and thinking about people with disabilities in 

Israel in general and in the higher education institutions examined in the current study in 

particular. Second I will present how these ways of speaking and thinking were translated to 

practice as experienced by the research participants.

The Israeli case of people/ students with disabilities 

In Israel, many Hebrew terms are used when discussing “people with disabilities” (PWD’s). 

For some reason, and I still cannot figure whether it is just a historical consequence of wrong 

translation, a cultural atmosphere or a societal feature, the word “with” has been switched, in 

the Hebrew translation, into the word “own” (from the Hebrew linguistic root ownership). As 
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a result, PWD’s in Israel are frequently called “People who own disabilities” ( !"#$% &'($  

)*+&(*$*, ), or “People who own special needs” ( !"#$% &'($ -./$% )$*01$% ). This lack of 

uniformity of the term PWD’s occurs in the disability discourse of professionals, support 

services and PWD’s themselves, and reflects different approaches to disability and its 

meaning. A brief analysis of the websites of the universities the research participants 

attended, and the students’ union of each university, exemplifies this disorganized and diverse 

discourse.

Table 2: The diverse discourse - different names in which students with disabilities are being 

called at universities and students organizations websites 

In accordance with this table, it seems that the Hebrew definition of people and students with 

disabilities in Israel is still emerging. 

The language which is used to describe PWD’s is part of a process which assigns meaning to 

disability (Charlton, 2006). In my view, the frequent use of the word “own” in the disability 

discourse reflects a medical approach to disability.  The medical model approach sees 

disability as a deficiency or abnormality which resides in the individual (Scott, Loewen, 

Funckes & Kroeger, 2003). This model suggests that disability can be defined in terms of 

physical impairments and is created due to biological aspects of the individual. Thomas 

(1999) suggests that disability, from this point of view, is perceived as a “property” of the 

individual.
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The fact that this model is most familiar and has the longest history (Smart, 2001) might 

explain why its implications are so profound in the Israeli discourse. Using the phrase 

“people who own disabilities” transfers the responsibility for inclusion in social and 

constructed environments, to the individual who owns the disability, which is perceived as 

the deviant, the abnormal. While the medical model focuses on the impairment as individual 

and private, the social model of disability focuses on disability as structural and public 

(Shakespeare, 2006). The limitations of the medical model include not placing emphasis on 

social context or environmental demands. In contrast, the social model of disability suggests 

that disability derives from the interaction between the individual and society. Hence, the 

solution for disability related problems is a change in these interactions.  

Mor (2009) presents two Israeli laws1 that deals with PWD’s rights. Mor claims that by using 

the word “special” in the language of the law, they express a view that sees legal 

arrangements for PWD's as a product of special treatment. This language marks PWD's as 

exceptional, outside of the norm boundaries, and not derivative of their perceptions of equal 

rights, as part of human diversity. These laws, same as the term “people who own disability”, 

reinforce the perception that the problem is embedded in the person, instead of a perception 

that sees disability as a phenomenon which is a product of social interactions. 

As mentioned in the literature review, as of 2011, there is still no academic infrastructure/ 

foundation for Disability Studies in Israel. This, as well as other cultural systems that will not 

be discussed here, might be one of the reasons for the anachronistic perception of the status 

of PWD’s in Israel and the language used to describe them. In my opinion, this language 

symbolizes beliefs and attitudes that contribute to disability oppression in Israel, as 

Titchkosky (2008: 39) claims: “Ordinary talk justifies the shape of daily life by relying on 

unexamined conceptions of disability. This provides an opportunity to explore how meanings 

of disability are generated. Taken-for-granted conceptions of disability are one way in which 

disabled people are viewed as irrelevant and absent.”

1. Special education law and special arrangements for handicapped law, both were legislated in 1988   
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Accommodation discourse 

Two Hebrew words, which refer to accommodations, are being used interchangeably by 

support services, university staff and faculty but also by students with disabilities themselves.

The first term is the Hebrew word ‘hatamot’ ( 2,!)*, ). This word is connected to the 

linguistic root which means ‘to fit’ and its meaning is fitting studying demands with the 

students’ abilities. This word is the correct translation of the English term ‘accommodations’. 

Another term, though, is frequently used by support services, university staff and also by 

students with disabilities themselves. This term is ‘hakalot’ ( 23(*, ) which comes from the 

linguistic root ‘easy’ or ‘relief’. The meaning resulting from this word is that studying 

demands are being alleviated / reduced for students with disabilities.

These two words will be distinctively used in this theme. Since interviews and data collection 

were conducted in Hebrew, I will translate these two words into their literal meaning.

Table 3: The accommodation discourse - Hebrew terms and English translation  

 

In my opinion, the frequent use of the term “reductions” in the accommodation discourse 

reflects the fact that many people in Israel still think that the role of accommodations is to 

make the exams or other learning tasks easier for students with disabilities, rather than 

accommodating their needs and making the system accessible according to their abilities and 

needs. This misconception reflects the academic/ educational culture in Israel toward students 

and people with disabilities, and might be one of many causes for the inequality that will be 

presented in this theme. 

This point of view is also expressed in some of the websites of the universities that 

participants in the current study attended. For example, in one university website extra time 

Hebrew term 

Hatamot = 2,!)*,  

Hakalot = 23(*,  

English Translation 

Accommodations 

Reductions 
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for exams is presented as a “special bonus for students with VI”. Another university website 

offers “technical support in exams - readings and reductions”. The Israel Government Portal 

also presents in one of its web manuals a “Rights and reductions guide for students with 

Learning Difficulties” ( )1.$4 5/*$*, *23(*, ).  I claim that the terms accommodations and 

reductions in Hebrew reflect different models of disability. Whereas, the correct term reflects 

a social model point of view, the term ‘reductions’ reflects a patronizing, oppressive point of 

view that fits the medical model. Mor (2009) points out that that the term ‘reductions’ was 

also used in the laws that were legislated in Israel in the decade between 1980 - 1990. In the 

legal field this term was changed into accommodations, due to the understanding of equality 

and accessibility by which the obligation of accommodations stems from the fact that society 

was designed in a way that discriminates against PWD’s.   

The Israeli disability discourse as a language of oppression 

These two discourses stand in the background of the current study and constitute important 

features in the academic environment in universities across Israel. The fact that PWD’s and 

participants in the current study adopted both terms presented above (people who own 

disabilities and reductions) is understandable due to the internalized oppression mechanism. 

Charlton (2006: 222) claims that PWD’s “are constantly bombarded with the values of the 

dominant culture.” In the Israeli discourse presented above these negative values reflect 

superiority and dominance of non-disabled over the inferiority and subordination of PWD’s. 

In addition, the schooling process of students with disabilities also labels them and creates in 

them a sense of inferiority. Though participants in the current study were all integrated in 

inclusive schools, they had been told along the way what they can and cannot do and when 

and how they should do it, in effect preserving the hegemonic hierarchy (Beauchamp - Pryor, 

2007). While the childhood schooling experiences of the study participants will not be 

discussed in this paper, integration raised a lot of difficulties and hard feelings for them.

Since PWD’s were raised in light of these oppressive values, in an educational system which 

assimilated them, they developed a ‘false’ consciousness and internalized their own 

oppression (Charlton, 2006). As Beauchamp - Pryor argues (2007) the “values, norms and 
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interests of the powerful groups within society dominate subordinate groups who, 

consequently, internalize these values and accept the prevailing environment as natural.”

The concept of oppression, and the lack of power experienced by people with disabilities in 

Israel, results from the dominance of one group over another. As this theoretical introduction 

presented the Israeli discourse about disabilities the next section will present incidents of 

discrimination and oppression that participants in the study described during the interviews. 

These incidents exemplify how speaking and thinking about students with disabilities is 

translated into action in the educational environment of university.

Oppression and discrimination in university exams

Examinations are the most significant meeting point of the students’ impairment, abilities and 

needs and the disabling environment of university. Though all of the students in this study 

deserve accommodations, it seems that university staff, faculty and support services still do 

not know how to accommodate exams in a proper way.

During the research period each participant had at least one experience in which something 

went wrong during the exams. These occurred due to three reasons: 

1. Administrative failure - for example: the exam form that should have been sent to the 

learning center for the blind or to a special class for students who get accommodations did 

not get there at the time the exam was scheduled for, or the examiner did not show up in time. 

As Ayelet, Moran and Dvir describe: 

I had an exam and the examiner just didn’t come. I read it with 
the CCTV and all I had to do was just ”regurgitate” the answers 
and the examiner who rewrote the exam for me just didn’t come 
and it was so frustrating. Never mind the pressure in such a 
situation, the technical issue, I perceived myself saying: God! 
What’s the problem? To write? All I needed was just to write 
down everything I knew, but I can’t see. The examiner came one 
hour and a half later. It was so frustrating...like now I have to 
face my disability mentally. (Ayelet)
The exam was scheduled for nine, I came to the university from 
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my parents’ home [takes more than an hour by bus]. Really, I 
woke up early, made all the efforts, and got there on time, and 
the examiner did not show up... At ten they told me to sit down, 
the professor already came (to the learning center for the blind) 
to see if I have any questions... It was their fault, and they did 
not even admit it. They told me no, it’s the examiner’s fault, we 
do not know what happened to her. They scheduled it with her 
but she did not show up and did not answer the phone... Finally, 
they brought in one of their volunteers who is French and has a 
very heavy accent, and she is not familiar with all the terms, 
some of which are foreign terms written in Hebrew, she started 
reading and at a certain question they switched her with the 
center’s secretary. The secretary started to read and after twenty 
minutes they switched her too and brought in an examiner. I 
thought, Are you making fun of me? and I was so stressed... I 
finished the exam with a terrible feeling... I told myself if I was a 
sighted student I would have come to campus at nine, had a class 
with all the other students, just a normal, regular exam... the 
professor gets there, so normal, without too many screw ups. 
(Moran)
I did the exam, I had extra time for it, they put the exam 
notebook into the lecturer’s drawer after he already left the 
campus. What make sense? To give him a call and let him know 
that there is one exam that he needs to fetch? Instead, they 
posted the grades, I said I’ll call the department and they tell me 
“Dvir, you have not done the exam.” I said, “What did not I do? 
I did it! You saw me that day! Check if the professor took it.” 
Oops, the professor did not take the exam, he did not check it. 
(Dvir) 

2. Examiner related reasons  - these reasons can be divided into three: 

• Examiners’ unfamiliarity with the test material and the field terminology -  the 

examiners who are supposed to read / rewrite the exam were not familiar with the 



Nitsan Almog, Ph.D

terminology of the exam’s field of learning and thus could not accomplish their job 

properly. As Rachely, Dvir and Nadav describe: 

 In the first year I had an exam which brought me to tears. She 
[the examiner/ rewrite] had no clue how to look at the text. It’s a 
law book and she didn’t even know how to look at it, till the 
lecturer would come it would be the end of the exam and I was 
stressed and stuck. Such a feeling of helplessness.  I cried, I 
cried. (Rachely) 
We do the exams with readers from other academic departments, 
to avoid copying attempts. Great. But this is a blind person, a 
reader let’s say from psychology would not know how to read 
statistics graphs. If you do not know to read the question you 
will not be able to answer it. (Dvir) 
I had an exam, I entered the room, and the examiner told me 
“Hi, please sit there,” well, where is there? I am blind. Later on I 
discovered that she is not familiar with the terminology of the 
specific field, it was a long open book exam, and she could not 
catch up with me, my requests and the books. It was so 
frustrating, though I am already used to this situation, it always 
happens. (Nadav)

The last event that Nadav describes points out the second examiner-related reason, which is 

insensitivity toward the students and their needs.  

• Examiner's insensitivity toward students with VI and their needs, as Moran describes: 

“The examiner would not even enter the Babylon translator software [using the 

computer], so I said well fine, don’t. Open the Oxford dictionary every few seconds, it 

will take ten hours to take the test.”

• Other characteristic of the examiner that affect the student - for example, examiners 

that have an unclear accent as Moran describes:  
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It is most difficult for me with people who have an accent, no 
matter what accent. Very difficult ... Hmm, their intonation is 
very different from mine, it drives me crazy during the exams. I 
had a few this year from different sectors and it was very, very 
difficult... In one exam I had a very good reader, old, charming, 
but she had a Russian accent and it is an English exam, it was 
crazy, crazy, and you sit there and just go insane. 

3. Academic staff approach toward students with disabilities  - in some cases the student had 

to submit a special request for each course individually in order to receive accommodations.  

These special requests are usually submitted when the learning material includes visual 

features that cannot be mediated through reading the test form solely and demands some 

creativity in order to make the test accessible for students with VI. The lecturers’ approach is 

most important in these cases since they can determine the balance between protection or 

violating of the student’s right to equality. Adva, a blind B.A. student described an event that 

occurred in one of the exams in her first year: “At one exam the lecturer decided that I would 

take the exam in class like everyone else and just whisper her the answers. She read the 

questions quietly and I had to whisper back. I decided to give up and left in the middle, it’s 

not fair. I asked to do the exam separately and she didn’t agree.”

These stories demonstrate that sometimes universities do not know how to treat students with 

disabilities and how to accommodate exams in a respectful and decent manner. Exams are 

also a meeting point of the opening theme that was presented previously, and other themes 

that will be discussed below. Consequently this is a situation where a student with VI feels 

most dependent on others and due to this dedicates a lot of time to accomplishing the goal. 

Other events of discrimination and oppression

Some of the participants in the study described in their interviews events that are direct 

expressions of discrimination and oppression toward students with VI. Orly, a blind M.A. 

student, describes an event which made her leave the seminar she attended during the first 

year of her B.A. and move to another university: 
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The pedagogical instructor told me that she did not think I am 
capable of higher education because of my visual impairment 
and that she did not think I could go on, and of course she was 
right since a year later I was accepted to another university and 
here I am today ... they told me, “We got you as a challenge but 
this challenge is too big for the system to deal with and we did 
not know what we were getting in to.”

Dvir, a B.A. student with VI, is the only student in this study who is studying statistics. He 

described an event with one of the lecturers: 

I asked them to print the assignments in Infi [Infinitesimal 
calculus] instead of writing it because I can not see. I went and 
talked with the teaching assistant and he told me that there is 
nothing that could be done about it. I spoke with the lecturer, and 
what did she say to me? “There is nothing to be done, you 
should be able get along with it like everyone else! If you can 
not see it you do not know math.”

Both of these events are an example of the dimension of oppression which Charlton refer to 

as “power and ideology” (2006: 223). Due to their labeling as visually impaired, Orly and 

Dvir were confronted with significant feelings of inferiority. The underlying educational 

ideology of this event argues that students with disabilities can potentially meet, or are 

expected to meet, some academic demands and cannot meet other demands. In Orly’s 

pedagogical instructor’s opinion a blind student is not capable of pursuing higher education, 

while for Dvir’s lecturer you are not able to know math if you cannot see. 

Young (1990) coined the term ‘cultural imperialism’ as one of the five faces of oppression 

she discussed. By using this social mechanism, the dominant group universalizes its 

experience and culture and establishes the norm. The dominant group “project their own 

experience as representative of humanity as such” (p.59) sometimes even without paying any 



Nitsan Almog, Ph.D

particular attention to it. In the events described above academic staff represent the dominant 

group which denies the legitimacy of students with VI to attend or accomplish higher 

education. Orly and Dvir were marked out by stigmas as the stereotyped other who cannot fit 

the dominant norms. By devaluating their impaired bodies they are denied access to higher 

education and by this they are rendered invisible. 

Another face of oppression that Young presented is violence. Though violence refers mostly 

to physical attacks against subordinate groups (blacks, Arabs, gay men etc), I found some 

similarities between this face of oppression with the events described above. First, both 

violence and these events occur in a social context that makes them possible and acceptable. 

Second, both violence and these events are directed to members of a group just because they 

are members of this group, and third, both violence and these events are happening due to the 

awareness of the dominant group that these acts will often receive light or no punishment.  

In both of the cases presented above the academic staff treated the students in an oppressive 

way just because they are students with VI, and due to the knowledge that they will not be 

punished for their acts. These events occurred in a social context which makes these events 

possible, as discussed in the opening section of this theme. If students with VI are called 

students who own disabilities, then they are the ones that are responsible for fulfilling the 

academic demands. Academic culture which transfers the responsibility for inclusion to the 

individual with the impairment, is the producer of a social context of oppression. 

          

Summary 

This theme presented the practical difficulties, obstacles and barriers to learning that students 

with VI have to face along the way. These difficulties and barriers are coherent with the 

Israeli discourse on disabilities and accommodations, which creates a disabling environment 

in universities across Israel. It is clear that without equal rights, students with VI are denied 

the same educational opportunities as non-disabled students and will continue to be a 

marginalized group. Moran summarized this issue in a very clear way: 
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Sometimes I look at my cognitive abilities, and at the things I 
know of myself regarding my disability, or whatever you want to 
call it. The concept of disability relates to the responsibility of 
society. Because in fact I am limited and disabled as a result of 
the responses from the society surrounding me. Then I tell 
myself, I might fit into something which supposedly this 
disability really hinders me from succeeding at. It might be that 
the academic environment is not adapted to my abilities and 
needs in some sense I still do not know how to define. I'm sure 
that something in here stops me.

This theme defined the disabling elements which Moran did not know how to define. The 

next theme will present one of the outcomes of this disabling environment, the tension 

between independent versus dependent functioning that students with VI are facing during 

their academic journey.
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