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Abstract: The origin of equity/equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI) initiatives at universities are
rooted in the 2005 Athena SWAN (Scientific Women’s Academic Network) charter from Advance HE
in the UK, which has the purpose of initiating actions that generate gender equality in UK universities.
Since then, Advance HE also set up a “race charter” to deal with equality issues that are experienced
by ethnic staff and students within higher education. Today “equality, diversity and inclusion” and
“equity, diversity and inclusion” (from now on both called EDI) are used as phrases by universities in
many countries to highlight ongoing efforts to rectify the problems that are linked to EDI of students,
non-academic staff, and academic staff, whereby the focus broadened from gender to include other
underrepresented groups, including disabled students, disabled non-academic staff, and disabled
academic staff. How EDI efforts are operationalized impacts the success and utility of EDI efforts for
disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff, and impacts the social situation of disabled
people in general. As such, we analysed in a first step using a scoping review approach, how disabled
students, non-academic staff, and academic staff are engaged with in the EDI focused academic
literature. Little engagement (16 sources, some only abstracts, some abstracts, and full text) with
disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff was found. This bodes ill for the utility of
existing EDI efforts for disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff, but also suggests an
opening for many fields to critically analyse EDI efforts in relation to disabled students, non-academic
staff, and academic staff, the intersectionality of disabled people with other EDI groups and the
impact of the EDI efforts on the social situation of disabled people beyond educational settings. The
problematic findings are discussed through the lens of ability studies and EDI premises, as evident in
EDI policy documents, EDI academic, and non-academic literature covering non-disability groups,
and policy documents, such as the 2017 “UNESCO Recommendation on Science and Scientific
Researchers” and the 1999 “UNESCO World Conference on Sciences” recommendations that engage
with the situation of researchers and research in universities.

Keywords: disabled students; disabled academics; students with disabilities; academics with disabil-
ities; academic disabled staff; non-academic disabled staff; ableism; disablism; “equity, diversity and
inclusion”; “equality, diversity and inclusion”

1. Introduction

Athena SWAN (Scientific Women’s Academic Network) is a charter that originated
from the UK in 2005. The purpose of the Athena SWAN program is to obtain gender equal-
ity in higher education and research [1]. The Athena SWAN program has 10 principles that
higher education institutions are committing themselves to adopt “within their policies,
practice, action plans and culture” [1]. One of these principles is to consider the intersec-
tionality of gender with other factors [1]. The Athena SWAN charter expanded over time to,
for example, include transgender and Advance HE recently produced a race equality charter
that “aims to improve the representation, progression and success of minority ethnic staff
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and students within higher education” [2] and “provides a framework through which
institutions work to identify and self-reflect on institutional and cultural barriers standing
in the way of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic staff and students” [2]. Advance HE also has
content on their webpage indicating the problematic situation of disabled people in higher
education [3]. The Athena SWAN framework is applied outside the UK [1] in modified
ways in many universities using the phrases “equity, diversity and inclusion” [4–13] or
“equality, diversity and inclusion” [12,14–16] (EDI) or both phrases [17,18]. Universities in
many countries have strategic EDI plans [19–23]. Canada has an EDI Charter [24] that is
endorsed by Canadian universities. According to the Canadian EDI charter, the aim of EDI
is to increase “research excellence, innovation and creativity within the post-secondary sec-
tor across all disciplines” [24] to strengthen “the research community, the quality, relevance
and impact of research and the opportunities for the full pool of potential participants” [24],
and the Canadian EDI Charter recognized that “an in-depth and intersectional understand-
ing of inequity, discrimination and exclusion is needed to achieve cultural change” [24].
Disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff1 fall under EDI. At the same time,
many academic studies and international policy documents acknowledge that disabled stu-
dents, non-academic staff, and academic staff encounter severe problems in post-secondary
education [23,25–33], which, in turn, pose challenges for implementing EDI in relation
to disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff. Furthermore, how EDI is
operationalized impacts not only disabled students, non-academic staff and academic staff
in their post-secondary settings, but it also impacts how academia engages with the many
social problems disabled people face, for example, evident in the UN Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities [34], and whether academia fixes the recognized problem
that data are missing on the social situation of disabled people [35–39]. As such, in a first
step using a scoping review approach, we analysed how disabled students, non-academic
staff, and academic staff are engaged with in the EDI focused academic literature to identify
the extent of research that has been conducted on EDI in relation to disabled people in
universities to understand the topic better. The research question is: to what extent is EDI
engaged with in relation to disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff in
universities in the academic literature. To answer the research question, we looked at the
frequency of how often the academic literature engaged with EDI in universities in relation
to disabled students, disabled non-academic staff, disabled academic, and in relation to
disability and the words used to describe disabled students, academic, and non-academic
staff in the university in relation to EDI. Furthermore, we looked at themes that appeared
in the coverage of disabled students, disabled non-academic staff, and disabled academic
in relation to EDI. The findings are discussed through the lens of ability studies and the
EDI academic and non-academic literature in existence in relation to non-disability groups,
EDI premises, as evident in EDI policy documents and policy documents, such as the
2017 “UNESCO Recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers” [40] and the 1999
“UNESCO World Conference on Sciences” [29,30] recommendations that engage with the
situation of researchers in universities.

1.1. EDI

EDI becomes an ever-important part within many universities, including Canadian
universities [4–11]. The origin of the EDI initiatives is rooted in the 2005 Athena SWAN
(Scientific Women’s Academic Network) charter from “Advance HE” in the UK, which
has the purpose of initiating actions that generate gender equality in higher education
and research [1]. Given the success of the Athena SWAN charter, Advance HE recently
introduced a “Race Equality Charter” in the UK “to improve the representation, progression
and success of minority ethnic staff and students within higher education” [2]. The Athena
SWAN charter framework has been established in modified forms in other places, such as

1 We acknowledge that there is an ongoing discussion regarding whether one should use people first language (people with disabilities) instead of
using identity first language (disabled people). We identify with disabled people instead of people first language and, as such, use the disabled
people version in our own writing.
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Australia (Science in Australia Gender Equity, SAGE-Athena SWAN); the USA (See change
with STEMM Equity Achievement, SEA-Change and NSF ADVANCE); and, Canada
(DIMENSIONS: Equity, diversity and inclusion) [41]. Canadian EDI efforts in universities
are guided by the “Canadian Multiculturalism Act (1988), the Charter of Rights and
Freedoms (1982), the Employment Equity Act (1986, revised in 1996) and the Canadian
Human Rights Act (1977)” [19] (p. 43). The concept of employment equity was introduced
in Canada by the 1984 Royal Commission on Equality in Employment [42], which focused
on four groups: “women, persons with disabilities, Indigenous peoples and members of
visible (or racialized) minorities” [43] (p. 6). The webpage of universities Canada suggest
that EDI enriches the universities and that the aim of members of universities Canada
is to develop an EDI action plan; to report the progress; to provide equity of access and
opportunity by identifying barriers; to make visible and promote best practices of EDI; and,
to be guided by evidence [44].

The Canadian Tri-agency funding agencies, the Canadian Institutes of Health Re-
search, the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council, and the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council in their focus on EDI define equity as “the removal of
systemic barriers and biases enabling all individuals to have equal opportunity to access
and benefit from the program”, diversity as “differences in race, colour, place of origin,
religion, immigrant and newcomer status, ethnic origin, ability, sex, sexual orientation,
gender identity, gender expression and age”, and inclusion as “the practice of ensuring that
all individuals are valued and respected for their contributions and equally supported” [45].
They also provide definitions for microaggression “brief and common verbal, behavioural
or institutional actions that play into stereotypes or discrimination against a group of peo-
ple, often from underrepresented groups”, tokenism and unconscious bias [45]. According
to their webpage, they are committed to “supporting equitable access to funding opportu-
nities for all researchers and trainees; promoting the integration of equity, diversity, and
inclusion-related considerations in research design and practices; increasing equitable and
inclusive participation in the research system, including on research teams and collecting
the data and conducting the analyses needed to include equity, diversity and inclusion con-
siderations in decision-making” [45]. Dimensions is a program through which Canadian
Tri-agency funders want to achieve EDI and “drive deeper cultural change within the re-
search ecosystem” [46]. The Dimension Charter asks for equitable, inclusive, and unbiased
systems and practices and the generation of qualitative and quantitative data to “inform
a comprehensive, in-depth, intersectional understanding of the contexts, manifestations
and experiences that result from inequities, underrepresentation and exclusion among all
post-secondary community members” [47]. The Dimension Charter sees EDI as essential
for research and EDI is seen as a shared responsibility of everyone. Furthermore, the
Dimension Charter acknowledges that “institutional and individual safety, trust, belong-
ing, privacy and power differentials must be recognized and pro-actively addressed” [47].
The Canada Research Chairs EDI endeavour [32] focuses on “excellence in research and
research training for the benefit of Canadians” [32] and sees EDI in the research arena as
essential in generating impactful research and responding to global challenges [32].

EDI endeavours align with the 2017 UNESCO Recommendation on Science and
Scientific Researchers [40] which stated

“Ill. The initial education and training of scientific researchers section 13 To assist
the emergence of scientific researchers of this high calibre, Member States should
take measures to: (a) ensure that, without discrimination on the basis of race,
colour, descent, sex, gender, sexual orientation, age, native language, religion,
political or other opinion, national origin, ethnic origin, social origin, economic
or social condition of birth, or disability, all citizens enjoy equal opportunities for
the initial education and training needed to qualify for research and development
careers, as well as ensuring that all citizens who succeed in so qualifying enjoy
equal access to available employment in scientific research; (b) abolish inequalities
of opportunities; (c) in order to remediate past inequalities and patterns of
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exclusion, actively encourage women and persons of other under-represented
groups to consider careers in sciences and endeavour to eliminate biases against
women and persons of other under-represented groups in work environments
and appraisal” [40] (p. 120)

Within the EDI academic literature not focusing on disabled people, various EDI problems
have been identified and solutions proposed; for example, the lack of race and gender
diversity in STEM education [48–53] was highlighted, whereby the solutions suggested that
one has to deal with this absence starting in early childhood [48]. The following 10 rules
for building an antiracist lab were suggested: lead informed discussions, address racism,
publish, and write grants with people targeted by racism, mentor, amplify the voices
experiencing racism, support them in their organizing efforts, recruit them as students and
non-academic and academic staff, flexible research agenda, advocate for racially diverse
leadership in science, hold the powerful accountable, and do not expect gratitude [50].
Other problems that were identified and solutions proposed were: address leaky pipeline,
go beyond academia, make women visible [51], move toward high-context approaches
to learning [52], institutional culture changes in academia [53], fight implicit biases and
microaggressions [54,55], become literate, acknowledge ones privilege, speak out as a
privileged one [55], change problematic representation in textbooks [56], increased research
in EDI because the existing gender equity initiatives do not lead to intended levels of
career advancements in the field [57], and increased intersectionality and moving away
from the “superwomen” [57] (p. 1779). Problems also include the ability to identify
correctly and deal with “implicit bias”, “status leveling”, “color-blind racial attitudes”,
“tokenism”, and “failure to differentiate” [58] (p. 286), and developing career development
programs as a possible solution [59]. In one article it was noted: “the level of inclusion
that racially minoritized academics in our study felt within their workplaces depended
upon their experiences with (1) acceptance (e.g., through hiring, promotion, and tenure);
(2) visibility (e.g., in terms of perceived power in informal and formal work interactions);
(3) support (e.g., via collegial and administrative encouragement, assistance, collaboration,
and resource support); and, (4) mentoring (e.g., in terms of providing and seeking mentor
experiences)” [60] (p. 1).

1.2. Identity and Situation of Disabled People in Universities in General and Mentioning within
Science Policy Frameworks

Within Canadian universities, the definition of disabled people follows the wordings
of the employment equity act of the Government of Canada

“persons with disabilities means persons who have long-term or recurring phys-
ical, mental, sensory, psychiatric or learning impairment and who (a) consider
themselves to be disadvantaged in employment by reason of that impairment,
or (b) believe that a employer or potential employer is likely to consider them
to be disadvantaged in employment by reason of that impairment and includes
persons whose functional limitations owing to their impairment have been ac-
commodated in their current job or workplace” [61] a definition also used by
Statistic Canada [62]

The examples for a ‘disability’ given are:

“acquired brain injury, ADHD, autism spectrum disorder, chronic health disabil-
ity (e.g., Crohn’s disease, hemophilia, epilepsy, asthma, diabetes, HIV/AIDS,
cancer, pain etc.), coordination or dexterity disability (e.g., arthritis, cerebral palsy,
cystic fibrosis, multiple sclerosis), deaf, deafened, hard of hearing, learning dis-
ability, mental health disability (e.g., schizophrenia, chronic depression, anxiety
disorder, bipolar disorder, etc.), mobility disability (e.g., amputations; paraplegia;
reliance on a walker, scooter or mobility aid due to disability), speech impairment
(e.g., aphasia, stuttering, cluttering, etc.), vision loss or impairment, legally blind
(not correctable by glasses or contact lenses)” [62]
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Universities in other countries have similar definitions for disability. For UK universities,
see [63]; their disability definition aligns with the definition, as outlined in Equality Act
of 2010 [64] referenced in [65]. For New Zealand, see, for example, the university of
Auckland [66], and, for Australia, for example, Curtin university [67] states.

The definition of disability is very broad and includes physical, psychological, sensory,
intellectual disabilities, and medical conditions. A disability might be something that
affects or limits your movements, your senses, your communication abilities, or your
learning abilities. It may or may not be visible, and it may be permanent or temporary. It
may be something you were born with, or it may have appeared later in life or resulted from
something that has happened to you. Some people have more than one disability” Common
disabilities and medical conditions seen at university are: attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD), autism spectrum disorder, mental health problems, such as depression,
anxiety, bipolar affective disorder, and schizophrenia, specific learning disabilities, such
as dyslexia and dysgraphia, and medical problems, such as chronic fatigue syndrome,
epilepsy, and diabetes. Temporary disabilities, such as fractures and injuries, as well as
vision and hearing impairments [67].

University policies and people’s views of disabled people within universities often
align themselves with a biomedical understanding of disability [23,68,69], whereby not
being able to have a positive self-identity is flagged as a problem [70,71].

Many academic studies covering many countries argue that disabled students, non-
academic staff, and academic staff, in general, encounter severe problems in post-secondary
education and academic employment [22,25–28,71–83] and experience numerous barri-
ers [25,84–86]. These barriers include a lack of financial support [87,88], difficulty seek-
ing accommodations (e.g., being apprehensive about disclosure, lacking self-advocacy
skills) [86,89], and outright discrimination, such as lack of access to and within built struc-
tures [87,88], lack of awareness of faculty and peers [87,89,90], lack of agreement on the
concept of “inclusive pedagogy” [91], and strain on time resources [88].

Many problems also exist for disabled graduate researchers and faculty in many
countries [22,23,27,72,79,82,83,92–99]. For example, according to Statistics Canada, 35% of
disabled university professors, instructors, teachers, or researchers “experienced unfair
treatment or discrimination in the past 12 months” and 47% saw themselves “subjected to
at least one type of harassment in the past 12 months” [100]. With that, the numbers for
disabled university professors, instructors, teachers, or researchers are the highest of all
groups recorded [100]. The respective numbers for, for example “no self reported disability”
were 15.4% and 26.0%; “female gender”, 23.0% and 34.0%.; “visible minorities”, 23.0% and
28.0%; and, “indigenous identity”, 30.0% and 37.0%. Harassment is also seen as a problem
in other places outside Canada [101–103].

Disabled people encountering problems in university settings is recognized not only in
academic literature, but also international science policy documents, such as the documents
of the 1999 UNESCO World Conference on Sciences [29,30]. Within its documents of the
conferences focusing on the situation within sciences under point 25, it is stated “that there
are barriers which have precluded the full participation of other groups, of both sexes,
including disabled people, indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities, hereafter referred
to as “disadvantaged groups...” [29] (also see point 42 [29]). The conference documents
suggest many action items to be implemented in relation to disabled people and other
disadvantaged groups under point 17, point 79 and point 81 [30]. Furthermore, under point
91, the following action items are listed “Special efforts also need to be made to ensure
the full participation of disadvantaged groups in science and technology, such efforts to
include: removing barriers in the education system; removing barriers in the research
system; raising awareness of the contribution of these groups to science and technology in
order to overcome existing stereotypes; undertaking research, supported by the collection
of data, documenting constraints; monitoring implementation and documenting best
practices; ensuring representation in policy-making bodies and forums” [30]. As such,
these documents [29,30] highlight some outcomes that are needed from EDI actions.
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2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Theoretical Frameworks and Lenses

Ability studies [104] and the linkage to role and identity theories guide the interpre-
tation of what this study found in relation to EDI and disabled people. Ability studies
is a lens that investigates the cultural reality of ability expectations (nice to have) and
ableism (essential to have), how ability expectations and ableism sentiments come to pass,
and the consequences of any given ability expectation and ableism [104,105]. It draws
from the discourse around ableism (for a bibliography, see [106]). Ableism was coined
by the disabled people’s rights movement in the 1960’s and 1970’s [107] to question ir-
relevant normative body ability expectations and the “ability privileges (i.e., ability to
work, to gain education, to be part of society, to have a positive identity, to be seen as
a citizen)” [108] (p. 119) that come with them. Ableism and ability expectations were
also established to question disablism, the ability expectation, and ableism oppression,
the negative treatment, of the ones judged as impaired as “ability-wanted” by applying
irrelevant body ability expectations [108,109]. It is for example, stated: “A pernicious
impact of ableism is its tendency to take-for-granted ability as a legitimate criterion for
negative differential treatment, thereby making disability discrimination difficult to chal-
lenge for people with disabilities” [110] (p. 76). Ableism is also discussed in relation to
post-secondary institutions [72,73]. Ability expectations and ableism play themselves out
on the intersections of different forms of humans, humans-post/transhumans; humans-
cyborg humans; Humans–Animals; Humans–Nature; and, humans/animals/nature-non
sentient/sentient machine [104,105], some of which already play themselves out in various
aspects of academia, and some that will reshape academia in the future. Ability expec-
tations and ableism can be used to disable or enable [111]. The term EDI itself signifies
three ability expectations (equity, diversity, and inclusion) that are seen by people that are
involved in the EDI discourse as positive abilities to experience. However, if not done right,
the same potentially positive ability expectations could become disabling and not enabling
for disabled people and other EDI groups. How one engages with ability expectations
and ableism within EDI influences the EDI ability expectation of being able to lead to
deep cultural change [24]. EDI narratives exhibit many ability expectations and ableism
needed to experience the ability to experience EDI, not only in relation to disabled people,
but, in general, such as EDI has the ability to “strengthen the research community, the
quality, relevance and impact of research and the opportunities for the full pool of potential
participants” [24]. Ability studies have many concepts that are important for the EDI
discourse, such as ability inequity, which is defined as (a) an unjust or unfair distribution of
access to and protection from abilities generated through human interventions and (b) an
unjust or unfair judgment of abilities intrinsic to biological structures, such as the human
body [112]. Other important ability concepts include ability identity security (to be able to
have a positive identity based on one’s abilities) [112] and ability security (to have a decent
life with ones set of abilities) [112].

There are many social factors that define the self, according to identity theory [113].
Identities are social products, contain self-meaning, include that one’s response is similar
to the response by others, reflexive and a “source of motivation for action particularly
actions that result in the social confirmation of the identity” [114] (p. 242). Much has
been written regarding the social factors that define disabled people, how one is identified,
and how one self-identifies [115–117]. The expectation of having certain abilities is one
social factor that influences one’s self-identity and the identity others bestow on oneself,
in general, including disabled people [105,112]. As such, how disabled people and others
are defined within the EDI discourse has consequences for how disabled students, non-
academic staff, and academic staff define themselves and are defined by others. One
can have many different identities, whereby different identities have varied impact on
oneself [113]. Therein, how EDI identifies disabled people and others and whether one
experiences ability identity security within EDI discourses impacts the intersectionality
between disabled people and others. The perception of ‘self’ is influenced by the role that
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one occupies in the social world [113], the perception attached to oneself influences the
role one seeks to have [118–121], and the role others think one could fill [122]. As such, the
implementations of EDI raise the question of what roles are disabled people and other EDI
groups are to play in the university and outside of universities?

2.2. Study Design

Scoping studies are useful in identifying the extent of research that has been con-
ducted on a given topic [123,124] and the current understanding of a given topic. In this
scoping study, the focus is on the extent of research that has been conducted (a) on EDI
frameworks such as Athena SWAN, SEA change, SAGE-Athena SWAN, NSF ADVANCE
and DIMENSIONS: Equity, diversity and inclusion and disabled people at universities and
(b) the EDI phrases “Equality, diversity and inclusion” or “Equity, diversity and inclusion”
in relation to disabled people at universities. Furthermore, it was investigated what the
academic literature that uses the three words “equality”, “diversity” and “inclusion” or
the three words “equity”, “diversity”, and “inclusion”, but not the phrases, say, in rela-
tion to disabled people at universities. A modified version of the stages for a scoping
review outlined by [125] is employed, namely: identifying the research questions of the
review, identifying applicable databases to search, generating inclusion/exclusion criteria,
recording the descriptive quantitative results, selecting literature based on descriptive
quantitative results for content coding of qualitative data, and reporting the findings of
qualitative analysis.

2.3. Identification of Research Question and Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

The following research question was investigated: to what extent is EDI engaged
with in the academic literature in relation to disabled people (students, academic staff and
non-academic staff) at universities. To answer this question, we looked at the frequency of
how often the academic literature engaged with EDI in universities in relation to disabled
students, disabled non-academic staff, disabled academic, and in relation to disability
and the words used to describe disabled students, academic and non-academic staff in
the university in relation to EDI. Furthermore, we looked at themes that appeared in the
coverage of disabled students, disabled non-academic staff, and disabled academic in
relation to EDI. Regarding inclusion criteria, for the initial selection of sources for content
analysis, all data found with the search strategies (Table 1) have to indicate an engagement
with disabled people at universities in relation to (a) EDI frameworks, such as Athena
SWAN, SEA change, SAGE-Athena SWAN, NSF ADVANCE or DIMENSIONS: Equity,
diversity, and inclusion (strategy 1–2), or (b) the EDI phrases “Equality, diversity and
inclusion” or “Equity, diversity and inclusion”(strategies 3), or (c) all terms “equality”,
“diversity”, and “inclusion” or “equity”, “diversity”, and “inclusion” (strategy 4), even if
not used as phrase as under strategy 3 in order to be analysed. The research strategy also
covers the Athena SWAN and SAGE-Athena SWAN framework although their focus is
on gender. However, studies could exist that investigated the Athena SWAN and SAGE-
Athena SWAN programs through the lens of disability studies, given that they have such
an impact on higher education institutions that sign up for them. Such investigations
could have analysed the impact of institutions signing up for them on disabled people at
universities and the potential for setting up similar initiatives that cover disabled people
at university.
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Table 1. Search Strategy used.

Strategy Sources Used First Search

Strategy 1 Scopus/EBSCO-Host ABS (“Athena SWAN”)

Strategy 2a Scopus/EBSCO-Host Full text (“Athena SWAN”) AND (“disab*” OR “autism” OR “deaf”
OR “ASD” OR “ADHD” OR “impair*”)

Strategy 2b Scopus/EBSCO-Host Full Text (“See change with STEMM Equity Achievement”)
Strategy 2c Scopus/EBSCO-Host Full Text “Dimensions: equity, diversity and inclusion”
Strategy 2d Scopus/EBSCO-Host Full Text (“Science in Australia Gender Equity”)
Strategy 2e Scopus/EBSCO-Host Full Text (“NSF ADVANCE”)
Strategy 3a Scopus/EBSCO-Host ABS (“equity, diversity and inclusion”)
Strategy 3b Scopus/EBSCO-Host ABS (“equality, diversity and inclusion”)
Strategy 4a Scopus/EBSCO-Host ABS (“equity” AND “diversity” AND “inclusion”)
Strategy 4b Scopus/EBSCO-Host ABS (“equality” AND “diversity” AND “inclusion”)

Regarding the exclusion criteria, all data found through the search strategies not
covering the content mentioned under inclusion criteria are excluded from the content
analysis. Furthermore, the academic source must be peer reviewed articles or conference
papers, or editorials, or reviews or book chapters, and the language has to be in English.

2.4. Data Sources and Data Collection

The academic databases EBSCO-HOST (an umbrella database that includes over
70 other databases itself) and Scopus (that incorporates the full Medline database collection)
were searched on 18 October 2020 (for strategy 1, 3a, and 4a) and 1 February 2021 (for
strategy 2a–e, 3b, and 4b) (Table 1) with no time restrictions. These two databases contain
journals that cover a wide range of topics from areas of relevance to answer the research
question. An explicit search strategy was employed to obtain the data [124]. Abstracts and
full text articles in scholarly peer reviewed journals were searched for in EBSCO-HOST.
Abstracts and full text of reviews, peer reviewed articles, conference papers, and editorials
were searched for in Scopus.

2.5. Data Analysis

A directed content analysis [126–129] was used to add knowledge regarding the
phenomenon investigated, namely the EDI discourse, and disabled people at universities
that “would benefit from further description” [129] (p. 1281). All of the abstracts were first
read to identify the ones that fit the inclusion criteria. Full text articles were then obtained
of the abstracts flagged as fitting the inclusion criteria. All the abstracts and the full texts
available were uploaded into the qualitative analysis software ATLAS.Ti 8™ to perform a
directed content analysis in four stages.

In stage 1, the data obtained through strategies 1–3 were analysed using pre-set codes
to ascertain whether the data covered disabled students, non-academic staff, or academic
staff in relation to EDI. In strategy 4, the same codes were used, but flagged whether the
data covered disabled students, non-academic staff, or academic staff in relation to EDI
and outside the framework of EDI.

In stage 2, every term in the data that could be seen to describe a disabled person was
recorded if that disabled person and the term disability was covered within the context
of universities.

In stage 3, a directed content analysis was employed to analyse the data that were
obtained through strategy 1–4 keeping in mind the research question and the existing
literature. We generated two top themes in relation to the research question and the results
of the search strategies. Theme 1 (T1): what was said in relation to disabled people at
universities in relation to the EDI frameworks or the EDI phrases. T1 reflects the results
obtained through search strategies 1–3. Theme 2 (T2): what was mentioned in relation to
disabled people at universities without specifically mentioning EDI phrases or frameworks,
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but what could be seen as useful for EDI discourses. T2 reflects the results obtained through
search strategy 4.

Keeping in mind the research question and our knowledge of the EDI literature on
the one hand and the literature around the situation of disabled people in universities on
the other hand, we further generated the following sub-themes that we applied to both
T1 and T2: “could be or is used also for disabled people” (ST1), intersectionality (ST2a),
including disability/disabled people (ST2b), problem with intersectionality including
disability/disabled people (ST2c), problem with the EDI framework in general (ST3a)
problem with the EDI framework in relation to disabled people (ST3b), “evaluation of the
situation” (ST4), positive evaluation of the situation (ST4a) problems noted for disable
people in universities (ST5), solutions proposed for the problematic situation (ST6), problem
with or impact of definition of disability (ST7), and identity and disabled people (ST8).
We also analysed whether there were other subthemes appearing that were not on our
predeveloped list.

The trustworthiness measures include confirmability, credibility, dependability, and
transferability [130–132]. Differences in coding of the qualitative data were few and dis-
cussed between the authors (peer debriefing) and revised, as needed [131]. Confirmability
is evident in the audit trail made possible by using the Memo and coding functions within
ATLAS.Ti 8™ software. As for transferability, the methods description gives all required
information for others to decide whether they want to apply the keyword searches on other
data sources, such as grey literature, or other academic literature or other languages or
want to apply other research questions on the identified data in this study.

2.6. Limitations/Boundaries

The search was limited to two academic databases and English language literature. The
findings are not intended to be generalized to the whole academic literature, non-academic
literature, or non-English literature. However, these findings allow for conclusions to
be made within the parameters of the searches. It is important to note one boundary:
this study focused on the engagement of EDI focused academic literature with disabled
people at universities. There are of course many studies that cover the situation of disabled
students, non-academic staff, and academic staff in universities without using the EDI
terms or the EDI frameworks. Many studies are mentioned in the background section
that could be used by EDI discussions to inform EDI actions related to disabled students,
non-academic staff, and academic staff. However, given that so many English language-
based universities by now use EDI as a term including positions that are generated as high
as on the Provost level, and given that proposals for actions are linked to EDI language
including EDI frameworks such as Athena SWAN, and that EDI, as such, covers all levels
of universities (student, non-academic staff, and academic staff), EDI becomes a brand and
therefore it is important to focus on the EDI area to see how they engage with disabled
people. Now, EDI might be visible in English language-based universities as a concept.
This study cannot judge whether the same is evident or on the horizon in non-English
based universities.

3. Results

The result section is divided in two main parts: one reporting on the data that were ob-
tained through strategies 1–3 and reflecting theme 1 (T1) (what is said in relation to disabled
people at universities in relation to the EDI frameworks or the EDI phrases—Section 3.1)
and the second one reporting on the data that were obtained through strategy 4, which
reflects theme 2 (T2) (what was mentioned in relation to disabled people at universities
without specifically mentioning EDI phrases or frameworks, but what could be seen as
useful for EDI discourses—Section 3.2). See Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The flow chart of the selection of academic abstracts and full text articles for qualitative analysis.

Each of these two main sections are divided into three subparts. In the first part, hit
counts are outlined on who is mentioned (disabled student, non-academic staff, academic
staff, and disability as a general term). The second part gives hit counts for what terms
are used to describe disability/disabled people, whereby the understanding of disabled
people, as quoted in Section 1.2 [62,67], is used. In the final third part, the subthemes, as
outlined in Section 2.5, present in the relevant content linked to theme 1 and 2 is reported.

As to reporting the result of subthemes, we decided not to organize the data by
subthemes as headers/sub-headers, but, rather, we organized the data by what subthemes
we found for each source (abstract and article).
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3.1. Strategies 1–3: Relevant Content of EDI Discussions Engaging with Disabled People

Only two relevant full text articles were found through strategy 2a, which covered the
EDI framework “Athena SWAN”, UK, and two relevant full text articles through strategy
2e covered the National Science Foundation’s “NSF ADVANCE” (USA) EDI framework.
Strategies 2b–d, which covered the EDI frameworks of the American Association for
the Advancement of Science program “See change with STEMM Equity Achievement”
(SEA-Change), USA; the “Dimensions: equity, diversity and inclusion”, Canada; and, the
“Science in Australia Gender Equity” (SAGE), Australia, as well as strategies 3a and 3b,
which covered the phrases “equity, diversity and inclusion” and “equality, diversity and
inclusion” did not yield any relevant data.

3.1.1. Frequency of Certain Topics Engaging Different Groups of Disabled People
(Strategies 1–3)

Table 2 shows that strategies 1–3 generated no positive results for abstracts as the
coding unit and only two for the full text as the coding unit.

Table 2. Frequency of relevant topics engaging different groups of disabled people (strategies 1–3).

Topic
Topic Engaged with
Disabled Students at

Universities

Topic Engaged
with Disabled

Non-Academic Staff
at Universities

Topic Engaged with
Disabled Academic
Staff at Universities

Topic Mentioned in
Relation to Disability

but Still within the
Boundary of

Universities without
Going into Details

Strategy 1: Abstract:
Athena SWAN 0 0 0 0

Strategy 2a: Full text: Athena
SWAN and “disab*” 0 0 0 2

Strategy 2b: Full Text: “See
change with STEMM Equity
Achievement”

0 0 0 0

Strategy 2cFull Text:
“Dimensions: equity, diversity
and inclusion”

0 0 0 0

Strategy 2d Full Text:
“Science in Australia Gender
Equity”

0 0 0 0

Strategy 2e Full Text: “NSF
ADVANCE” 0 0 2 0

Strategy 3a Abstract: Content
linked to the phrase “equity,
diversity and inclusion”

0 0 0 0

Strategy 3b Abstract: Content
linked to the phrase “equality,
diversity and inclusion”

0 0 0 0

3.1.2. Words Used to Describe Disabled People in Data Obtained by Strategies 1–3

Within the full text obtained through strategy 2a, the disability related terms used
were “disability” [133], “range of disabilities” [133], and “disability” [134].

Within the full text obtained through strategy 2e, the disability related terms used
were “disability” [135], and “deaf education” [136], “Institute for the Deaf” [136] “deaf and
hard of hearing women faculty” [136], “women who are deaf and hard of hearing” [136],
deaf and hard of hearing (D/HH) [136], “World Federation of the Deaf” [136], Deaf Profes-
sor [136], “Deaf Women in Academia” [136], “Female Deaf Faculty” [136], and Deaf and
Hard of Hearing Faculty” [136].
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3.1.3. Subthemes of Relevant Content of EDI Discussions Engaging with Disabled People

Within the relevant content found through strategy 1–3, we did not find subthemes
beyond what we already pre-developed. Furthermore, of the pre-set subthemes, we did
not find a problem with intersectionality, including disabled people (ST2c), problem with
the EDI framework in general (ST3a), problem with or impact of definition of disability
(ST7), and identity and disabled people (ST8). Regarding the two relevant results from
strategy 2a, in the first full text article [133] it is argued that the Athena SWAN charter
was criticized for its limited scope of ignoring “intersecting equalities” (T1, ST2a) and the
authors noted that the owners (Equality Challenge Unit) of the Athena SWAN Charter
tried to introduce intersectionality in 2015 (T1, ST2a), whereby the authors [133] quoted
the following that included disability as a factor influencing ones identity and situation:

“People’s identities are shaped by several factors at the same time, creating
unique experiences and perspectives. These factors include among others age,
disability, gender identity, race, religion and belief, and sexuality. Institutions
should be mindful of this intersectionality when exploring issues and developing
solutions. (Equality Challenge Unit, 2015, p. 35)” [133] (p. 1201) (T1, ST2b)

At the same time, the authors argued further that, despite the 2015 guidance, not enough
had been done to support the intersectionality [133] (T1, ST2a).

In the second full text article obtained through from strategy 2a, the authors compared
the Athena SWAN with gender equality interventions in the European Research Area and
make the case that Athena SWAN includes disability:

“Athena SWAN has a somewhat broader focus as regards the target population,
including also professional and support staff and students as well as considering
the intersectionality of gender and other aspects of identity, such as sexuality,
race, disability, age and religion” [134] (p. 5) (T1, ST1)

However, the authors do not indicate whether the European Research Area equality
interventions include disability as a factor (T1, ST3b).

Regarding strategy 2e, in one full text, the authors acknowledge the intersectionality
of gender with other factors, whereby one factor mentioned is “disability” (T1, ST2b). The
authors argue further that the reason why women are still underrepresented in STEM is
linked to the intersectionality of gender with other factors, namely “disability” [135] (T1,
ST2b) and (T1, ST1). The full text does mention the same argument, but it does not add
more content not already in the abstract.

The second full text covers a professional development workshop series “for all tenure-
track women faculty on campus as well as targeted workshops for women of colour and
deaf and hard of hearing women faculty” [136] (p. 1) at Rochester Institute of Technology
(T1, ST1) (T1, ST4). The authors argue that a self-study conducted at the Rochester Institute
of Technology that was used as a data source for developing the workshops indicated
that the realities of women who are deaf and hard of hearing have been obscured by
scholarship that is devoted to women as a whole [136] (T1, ST5). The fact that they focused
on deaf and hard of hearing people in their university might be because they house the
National Technical Institute for the Deaf (NTID), with 31 deaf and hard of hearing (D/HH)
women faculty. Based on the self-study, they developed a specific workshop covering the
intersectionality of women and deaf and hard of hearing (T1, ST6). The workshops focused
on national and international networking and professional development and advancement
in academia (T1, ST6). The authors highlighted it as innovative that one of the workshops
was held as per Teleconferencing noting, which was needed due to the low density of deaf
and hard of hearing academic population in North America and beyond (T1, ST6). The
authors highlighted that “D/HH males, individuals of colour, and hearing women began
to request access to the D/HH Connectivity Series events” [136] (p. 6) (T1, ST6), as they saw
the content also of use to them (T1, ST6).
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3.2. Strategy 4: Coverage of Disabled People at Universities without Specifically Mentioning EDI
Phrases or Frameworks but What Could Be Seen as Useful for EDI Discourses

Regarding strategy 4a, seven abstracts had relevant data and, for four of these abstracts,
the full text of the article was also available. As to strategy 4b, five abstracts had relevant
data and for four of these abstracts the full text of the article was also available.

3.2.1. Frequency of Certain Topics Engaging Different Groups of Disabled People
(Strategy 4)

Table 3 shows that downloaded data that were obtained through strategy 4 limit-
edly engaged with disabled people at university and even less cover disabled people at
universities in conjunction with EDI.

Table 3. Frequency of relevant topics engaging different groups of disabled people (strategy 4).

Strategy Topic
Topic Engaged with
Disabled Students at

Universities

Topic Engaged
with Disabled

Non-Academic Staff
at Universities

Topic Engaged with
Disabled Academic
Staff at Universities

Topic Mentioned in
Relation to Disability

but Still within the
Boundary of

Universities without
Going into Details

Content found in the
abstracts obtained through
strategy 4a and the available
full text linked to the
abstracts that engaged with
disabled people at
universities in conjunction
with EDI

0 0 0 0

Content found in the
abstracts obtained through
strategy 4a and the available
full text linked to the
abstracts that engaged with
disabled people at
universities

5 0 2 0

Content found in the
abstracts obtained through
strategy 4b and the available
full text linked to the
abstracts that engaged with
disabled people at
universities and EDI

0 1 0 1

Content found in the
abstracts obtained through
strategy 4b and the available
full text linked to the
abstracts that engaged with
disabled people at
universities

3 1 0 0

3.2.2. Words Used to Describe Disabled People in Data Obtained by Strategy 4

Within these four full text articles and three abstracts obtained through strategy 4a, the
disability related terms present were: “neurodiversity” [137], “Attention Deficit Hyperac-
tivity Disorder (ADHD)” [137], “students with ADHD” [137], “students’ disabilities” [138],
“invisibility of their disabilities” [138], “students with a disability” [139], “disability sta-
tus” [140], “individuals with disabilities” [141], “students with disabilities” [141], “students
with learning disabilities” [142], and “disability” [143].
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Within these four full text articles and one abstract obtained through strategy 4b,
disability related terms present were: “students with disabilities” [144], “disability” [145]
“disability” [146], “disabled people” [147], “disabled staff” [147], “disabled students” [148],
“hidden disability” [145], “mental health issues” [145], “HIV/AIDS” [145], “those with
disabilities” [145], or “epilepsy” [145].

3.2.3. Subthemes of Relevant Content for EDI Discussions Engaging with Disabled People

Within the relevant content found through strategy 4, all but ST3a (problem with
the EDI framework in general) and ST3b (problem with the EDI framework in relation to
disabled people) were present. Regarding strategy 4a, seven abstracts had relevant data
and for four of these abstracts the full text of the article was also available. Within these
four full texts, the following content was relevant: one article investigated the impact of
internationalisation of disabled students [139] (T2, ST4; T2, ST5) using Murray–Seegert’s
“ecological theory of diversity to explore the ways that cultural factors affect opportunities
for inclusion of students with a disability in the higher education sector” [139] (p. 217) (T2,
ST4; T2, ST5; T2, ST6). The authors acknowledged that the composition of ‘disability’ is
changing due to the broad definition of ‘disability’ with an increase in “learning disabilities,
mental health conditions, chronic fatigue syndrome” [139] (p. 221) (T2, ST7). The authors
discussed the problem of regret of disclosure, highlighting various studies [139] (p. 221)
(T2, ST8). The second one used the theoretical framework of the capability approach to
make a case for the admission of disabled students to higher education and that higher
education “should consider opportunities (capabilities) for all students to live the lives
that they have reason to value (valued functioning’s)” [138] (p. 451) (T2, ST6). The authors
argued that “students are different in many ways and this means that simply providing
equal access to equivalent resources does not necessarily lead to equal outcomes, as diverse
students are differently able to convert resources into desired outcomes depending on their
personal characteristics, social and environmental circumstances” [138] (p. 451) (T2, ST5;
T2, ST7; T2, ST8). The authors argued that the capability approach is “attentive to diversity,
equity and inclusivity in abilities to transform means into achievements, it is preferable to
views that focus on equality of means. Therefore, CA aims to obtain outcomes that people
will value while empowering them” [138] (p. 452) (T2, ST6). The article also highlighted
that data on intersectionality between one’s ability and other characteristics, such as race,
ethnicity, and socio-economic status, is needed [138] (T2, ST2c). A third one covered a
Research Experience for Undergraduates (REU) Site that was funded by the NSF Division
of Engineering Education and Centers and concluded “that participating in the program
enhanced students’ (1) interest in engineering research, (2) interest in pursuing graduate
studies in engineering and (3) feelings of belonging in engineering” [137] (p. 1) (T2, ST6). A
fourth one mentioned that “retention, especially of under-represented populations through
the first year university, is an on-going concern in engineering programs” [142] (p. 15.362.2)
(T2, ST4). Regarding disabled people, the authors covered learning disabled students [142]
(T2, ST5). The authors in their literature review outlined various pre-existing biases,
questioning the limited (medical) scope of the definition of learning disability (T2, ST7),
and that the disabling learning environment must be addressed [142] (T2, ST5).

Three were only available as abstracts, whereby one abstract dealt with disabled stu-
dents in relation to accommodation in fieldwork [141] (T2, ST5; T2 ST6). Only two abstracts
(both no full text available) moved beyond students. One, called “Lowering barriers for all
underrepresented chemistry professor”, covered a 2011 National Diversity Equity Work-
shop organized by Open Chemistry Collaborative in Diversity Equity (OXIDE) [143] (T2,
ST5 and T2, ST6) and another one covered the 2017 workshop with the same focus [140]
(T2, ST5 and T2, ST6) without going into details.

Regarding strategy 4b, five abstracts had relevant data and for four of these abstracts
the full text of the article was also available. As to the four full texts, one focused on
disabled students in Cyprus private tertiary colleges [144] noting variability in the provision
(T2, ST5), mainly due to the lack of common and consistent procedures with regard to
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identifying disability (T2, ST7) and responding to students’ needs effectively [144] (T2,
ST5). The second article argued that diversity, inclusion, and equality are important values
in UK universities back to the 1963 Robbins Report (T2, ST1). The author noted that the
diversity related to disabled students is increasing [146] (T2, ST1), but also concluded that
university value statements related to diversity, inclusion, and equality have little effect
“on an institution’s behaviour or practice” [146] (p. 281) (T2, ST1, T2, ST5) and that “there
was no clear connection between an institution mentioning diversity in their statements
and a particularly diverse student body [146] (p. 281) (T2, ST1; T2, ST5). A third article
focused on career progression into leadership by disabled staff [147], and concluded “that
disabled staff in HE do not yet have equal opportunities for progression into leadership
roles compared with their non-disabled peers” [147] (p. 1027) (T2, ST5). This article
found some positive experiences by participants (T2, ST4a), but also identified barriers to
progression into leadership positions: a lack of awareness of equality and diversity among
managers and colleagues, inadequate professional development opportunities, and the
competitive organisational culture of management that could impact on their health and
work–life balance” [147] (p. 1027) (T2, ST5). The authors cited in the background section
many actions that an organization could take to improve the situation of disabled students,
non-academic staff, and academic staff that is already mentioned in the literature: such
as improving the organizational culture, identify and eliminate social barriers, such as
reactions of co-workers, leadership by senior disabled non-academic and academic staff to
be open about their ‘disability’, to have senior members of non-academic and academic staff
to explicitly promote disability equality issues’, formal and informal mentoring, shadow
senior management teams, and disabled role models, disabled non-academic, and disabled
academic staff networks, and support structures that are similar to disabled students [147]
(p. 1027) (T2, ST6). The authors argued that the identity of the disabled non-academic and
academic staff is an important issue (T2, ST7), including the intersectionality (T2, ST2b)
within disabled non-academic and academic staff as they are also part of other identities,
whereby the response to career advancements will also react to these other identities, and
the authors noted “how the impact of their particular impairment or condition interacts in
complex ways with social barriers, resulting in them being disadvantaged in terms of their
prospects for career progression” [147] (p. 1039) (T2, ST2c; T2, ST5). In their interviews,
the authors found that the answers reflected many of the issues already mentioned in the
literature, but also highlighted that the very meaning and what counts as leadership is
worthy of more investigations [147] (T2, ST5; T2, ST6). Finally, the authors suggest that
the Athena SWAN model could be applied to disabled non-academic and academic staff
(T1, ST1) citing the Athena SWAN Charter principle that “academia cannot reach its full
potential unless it can benefit from the talents of all” [1,147] (p. 1040) (T1, ST1).

Regarding the fourth one, one focus is on intersectionality (T2, ST2; T2, ST2a), high-
lighting many problems (T2, ST2c), for example, in relation to “disability” especially
“hidden disability”, such as mental health issues, HIV/AIDS, and epilepsy the problem of
speed is mentioned [145] (T2, ST2c). The article provides various suggestions for actions
by academic workers and suggests already available tools and processes, such as networks,
trade unions, international version of the “Race Equality Charter and Athena SWAN, or
disability inclusion movements, all of which strongly promote diversity and equality” [145]
(p. 63) (T2, ST6; T1, ST6). They suggest modifications of how to measure research or
teaching and learning capabilities to empower minority groups, including “those with
disabilities” (T2, ST6) [145].

As to the one only accessible as an abstract [148], the authors argue that disabled
students have been invisible in higher education for a long time and encountered problems
with entering HE and obtaining equitable treatment once in (T2, ST5), but that this is
changing for the better in the UK (T2, ST4a). They argue that, for changes to continue
that physical access, knowledge of non-academic and academic staff on disability issues is
essential, greater attention should be paid to quality of teaching and learning, and that one
should listen to disabled students and their organizations (T2, ST6).
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4. Discussion

Given the low numbers of abstracts that were found for the EDI framework “Athena
SWAN”, UK, the low to non-existence of abstracts and low numbers in full text searches
for the American Association for the Advancement of Science program “See change with
STEMM Equity Achievement” (SEA-Change), the “Dimensions: equity, diversity and
inclusion” (Canada), the “Science in Australia Gender Equity” (SAGE, Australia), and
the National Science Foundation’s “NSF ADVANCE” (USA), these findings suggest a
disconnect between the implementation of these EDI initiatives and an academic evaluation
of these implementation, which is problematic, but also suggests an opening for many
studies. However, given the focus of this study, it is much worse that the search strategies
found no results for abstracts as the coding unit and only four results for the full text as the
coding unit while searching the EDI frameworks Athena SWAN, SEA-Change, Dimensions:
equity, diversity and inclusion, SAGE, Australia and NSF ADVANCE and the phrases
“equity, diversity and inclusion” and “equality, diversity and inclusion” in relation to
disabled students, disabled non-academic staff, or disabled academic staff. In the case of
EDI frameworks that focus on a specific group, such as Athena SWAN and “Science in
Australia Gender Equity” (SAGE, Australia), one might expect small to no hits in relation
to disabled people at universities as they do not focus on disabled people at universities
as such, but others, such as “Dimensions: equity, diversity and inclusion” (Canada), See
change with STEMM Equity Achievement” (SEA-Change), NSF ADVANCE” (USA) do
cover disabled people. Furthermore, there is no reason why the phrases “equity, diversity
and inclusion” and “equality, diversity and inclusion” should return no hits for disabled
people in universities. Even if the abstracts were searched for the EDI terms present in the
phrases “equity, diversity and inclusion” and “equality, diversity and inclusion” not as
phrases, but as being present in a given abstracts as individual terms, only one abstract
covering disabled non-academic staff, two abstracts covering disabled academic staff, and
nine abstracts covering disabled students were found.

Many academic articles providing the data that are needed to make EDI for dis-
abled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff a success should have been found in
articles that focus on EDI for several reasons: disabled students, non-academic staff, and aca-
demic staff encounter severe problems and barriers in post-secondary
institutions [25–30,68,70–75,79,82–90,93–98,149–157], including the lack of ability identity
security (have a positive identity about ones set of abilities) [22,68,70–73] and the numbers
of disabled academic faculty are too low (for Canada see [31–33]). Policies are to be in-
formed by evidence and policies can influence what is researched [39,158–163] and groups
that are involved in EDI such as members of Universities Canada stated that they will “be
guided by evidence in addressing problems that discourage members of under-represented
groups to advance” [44]. The problematic results are discussed through the premise of
EDI, as evident in policy document, EDI problems identified for other EDI groups beyond
disabled people, and international and national science policy documents, such as the 2017
“UNESCO Recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers” [40,164] and the 1999
“UNESCO/ICSU World Conference on Sciences” [29,30].

4.1. The Premise and Problems of EDI

It is recognized that, to advance EDI, the following abilities are needed: the ability
of “an in-depth and intersectional understanding of inequity, discrimination and exclu-
sion” [24,46], the ability to experience equitable, inclusive and unbiased systems and
practices [47], the ability to perform “specific, measurable and sustainable actions” [47], to
generate qualitative and quantitative data, to measure, monitor, understand, and publicly
report on the challenges and progress made [47], to collect and analyse the data [45], and
to identify barriers to EDI on all levels and make visible and promote best practices of
EDI [44]. This list of abilities demands many actions, including the production of data
on the topic of EDI and disabled people. However, this study’s findings indicate a total
disconnect between what should be done and what is done. The barriers of EDI in relation
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to disabled people were not identified and best practices were recommended. Neither
were the data, measures, or identifications of biases, and how to make the system unbiased
found. Furthermore, intersectionality was not presented with the literature covered in
this study.

In the EDI academic literature, many problems are identified, and solutions proposed
in relation to race and gender EDI; for example, a lack of race and gender is identified in
STEM education [48–53]. One could apply the reasoning in the literature around STEM and
race and gender to the discourse around EDI, STEM, and disabled people, such as making
sure that disabled people are enticed to think about university and being STEM or non-
STEM related researchers. Such enticement should start in junior high schools by exposing
disabled students to role models that they can relate to; for example, a deaf student would
need a deaf role-model, or a wheelchair user would need a wheelchair user role-model, etc.
This is needed, because, given the broad definition used in EDI, the very barriers, solutions,
and realities between the different groups covered under the disability definitions are vastly
different. Indeed, another study looking at the coverage of disabled undergraduate students
as researchers showed a lack of such coverage [26] fitting with the findings of this study.
Many of the 10 rules to build an anti-racist lab [50] could be applied to build a lab that is not
using ability expectations in a disabling way and supports disabled people. The 10 rules
could be rephrased and amended, as follows: lead discussions that increase literacy on the
topic of disabled people at universities and the disabling issues that they face, add to the
discussions, such as harassment, bullying, and microaggressions with an angle addressing
the disabling use of ability expectations, publish and write grants with people targeted
by disabling use ability expectations, mentor, amplify the voices experiencing disabling
use of irrelevant ability expectations, support disabled people in their organizing efforts,
recruit them as students and non-academic and academic staff, flexible research agenda,
advocate for ability diverse leadership in science and beyond (see [147]), hold the powerful
accountable, and do not expect gratitude and make visible the biases in what is funded. One
article covering racialized and Indigenous academics at Canadian universities outlined
many problems, such as privileging certain knowledge, evidence, research questions,
and methods with an impact on the diversity of journals open for oneself to publish
in; the absence of courses covering relevant content related to them; disproportional
presence in EDI efforts and mentoring of people of one’s minority; low self-esteem, physical
and mental health impacts, serious considerations of leaving academia, severely affected
career trajectory and engagement, problems with why and how one is asked to be part
of EDI efforts, and biased teaching evaluation of racialized and Indigenous faculty [165].
All of these points can and should be applied to disabled academics. The following
identified problems and actions that are needed in relation to race and gender are also
applicable to disabled students and disabled academics: representation in textbooks [56]
(for literature on this related to disabled people, see [166–170], address leaky pipeline
(such as go to junior and senior high schools to entice disabled students), go beyond
academia, make women visible [51] (make disabled people visible), move towards high-
context approaches to learning [52], institutional culture changes in academia [53], fighting
implicit biases and microaggressions [54] (by changing existing modules on harassment
and bullying that often leave out disabled people, increase intersectionality and moving
away from the “superwomen” [57] (p. 1779) (see the many similar discussions around the
supercrip [79,171–174]), and the ability to identify correctly and deal with “implicit bias”,
“status leveling”, “tokenism“, and “failure to differentiate” [58].

Regarding “color-blind racial attitudes”, change is needed [58], in relation to disabled
people one could talk about ability-blind disabling attitudes by not seeing the ability
privilege of the so-called ‘non-impaired’. Many EDI documents and webpages use the
language of accommodation that disabled people receive in universities (e.g., [175–178]).
Within Canadian universities, the accommodation language is taken from the employment
equity act, which states: “and includes persons whose functional limitations owing to their
impairment have been accommodated in their current job or workplace” [61]. However,
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every person who shows up at the university receives and needs accommodations. (i.e.,
every human needs a washroom at work . . . ), so everyone is especially ability deficient and
needs to be accommodated. Subsequently, we also use specific language to ‘accommodate’
others not using the label of ‘impairment’ and without blaming the person, such as “work-
life balance” [179–181]. To call out the accommodation of disabled people as something
special while ignoring the ubiquitousness of accommodation of others highlights the ability
privilege that many take for granted (e.g., that the ones with legs have access to washrooms)
and the prevalent unconscious and conscious ability privilege bias in the EDI narrative.
According to the EDI office of the university of Toronto, “Equity implies that in order to be
fair and just, we must acknowledge that people are different and therefore, need different
support in order to have equal access to opportunities” (caged webpage, text has been
taken out [182]) or newer text “Equity is the fair and respectful treatment of all people
and involves the creation of opportunities and reduction of disparities in opportunities
and outcomes for diverse communities. It also acknowledges that these disparities are
rooted in historical and contemporary injustices and disadvantages” [183]. As such, the
accommodation part of the EDI definition of disabled people in Canada clearly exhibits
ability inequity, especially of the second aspects of the definition, which is defined as
(a) an unjust or unfair distribution of access to and protection from abilities generated
through human interventions and (b) an unjust or unfair judgment of abilities intrinsic
to biological structures, such as the human body [112]. It is stated that one must have
training to eliminate conscious, unconscious, implicit bias “based on race, ethnicity, gender,
or sexual orientation” [58] (p. 287). It is just as needed to have training to eliminate biases
that are related to abilities and ability privileges, given that abilities are one dimension of,
and human identity and that ability is interrelated with other dimension of human identity.
There are ability expectation exercises [184] that could be used to increase the literacy and
awareness on what abilities one takes for granted (such as accessing washrooms), which,
for wheelchair users, are treated as accommodation if the washrooms are adapted ignoring
that the washroom itself is an accommodation for humans, in general.

4.1.1. Microaggression

Various authors have outlined microaggression as a problem [10,54,165], including
Canadian research funding agencies who provide the following definitions for microag-
gression “brief and common verbal, behavioural or institutional actions that play into
stereotypes or discrimination against a group of people, often from underrepresented
groups” [45]. Many of the problems that are outlined in the last section, of which all are
also applicable to disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff can be seen to
feed into microaggressions. Indeed, some recent theses cover disability microaggression, in-
cluding microaggression that is encountered by disabled faculty [185–187]. One thesis used
existing microaggression characteristics and modified them to develop a disability microag-
gression scale [185] and another thesis employed an ableist microaggression scale [187].
Minority stress theory is used to argue that minority groups face “chronic sociocultural
stressors distinct from those faced by faculty in general”, whereby the following stressors
and negative external events and conditions are identified, “expectations of rejection or
mistreatment, vigilance and desire to conceal identity and the internalization of social
stigma” [10] (p. 4). If one looks at disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic
staff, the factors identified around ethnic minorities and microaggression can all be seen to
be present around disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff. Subsequently,
disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff might be even more impacted,
given that, according to Statistics Canada, 35% of disabled university professors, instruc-
tors, teachers, or researchers “experienced unfair treatment or discrimination in the past
12 months and 47% saw themselves “subjected to at least one type of harassment in the
past 12 month” [100]. With that, the numbers for disabled university professors, instructors,
teachers, or researchers experiencing unfair treatment, discrimination, or harassment are
the highest of all groups recorded.
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4.1.2. The Issue of Identity

Covering ethnic-racial minorities, identity process theory and Rotter’s locus of control
theory are used to highlight and discuss the problems with losing one’s personal and social
identity [188]. It is argued that discrimination and encounter with negative imagery of
oneself in academia can lead to academic disengagement due to having to compromise
in their personal and social identity [188]. As such, one can apply the same reasoning
and identity process theory and Rotter’s locus of control theory used for ethnic-racial
minorities to argue that not being able to have a positive personal and social identity leads
to problems [188] for disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff. Therefore,
it is a problem that EDI documents in many places follows a deficiency language of disabled
people on the identity level of the body (body deficient by default), but also on the identity
level of who causes the problem (the deficient person causes the problem) [175–178]. In
Canada, this is due to EDI discourses following the Employment Equity Act definition
of disabled people [61]. If compromising one’s personal and social identity leads to
academic disengagement for ethnic-racial minorities, one should expect the same for
disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff. Indeed, it is well reported that
disabled people experience discrimination and a lack of ability identity security (the ability
to be positive about ones set of abilities) [112] in academia [22,71–73], and the negative
impact of deficiency, biomedical language to define disabled students has been flagged for
some time [68,70,71]. It is argued that “institutions must simultaneously address students’
fundamental needs of food and housing, safety and security, peer relationships and social
worth, interpersonal relationships, self-esteem and respect as they seek to enhance students’
educational progress and guide students to become all they are capable of being” [189].
If that is the case, then EDI must better the situation of disabled students, including how
they are labelled, as that directly impacts self-worth. Self-worth includes that one is not
forced to accept a deficiency understanding of oneself, so that one should experience ability
identity security.

Impairment as a default position “other’s” the person from the ‘non-impaired’. Many
disabled people refuse to see themselves as deficient, such as in Deaf culture and neurodi-
versity. Given that, according to identity theory, there are many social factors that define the
self [113], the question is which factors are in play that make the negative definition of dis-
abled people the default position. Identities are social products and they are important for
self-meaning [114], which raises the question of the consequence if the medical deficiency
identity is the social product and if one is pushed into the self-meaning of deficiency.

Given that identity is a “source of motivation for action particularly actions that result
in the social confirmation of the identity” [114] (p. 242), one might look for action of oneself
that validates the social validation of one’s medical identity. If one is pushed toward
the deficiency identity due to the action of others, one might internalize ability identity
oppression (the acceptance of a negative self-image of oneself) and seek action to act
accordingly. If the negative labelling is the default, then disabled students, non-academic
staff, and academic staff have the option to accept or even internalize the ability identity
oppression to belong not only to the institutional culture and not being othered or risk
being othered if they do not agree. Not being allowed to experience ability identity security
sets the stage for an ability identity conflict between disabled people who self-identify with
a medical identity and the ones that do not. Indeed, there are two groups that disabled
students, non-academic staff, and academic staff can identify with: the ones who see their
body as impaired and see themselves to be disabled by the disabling use of irrelevant
ability expectations in academia [71–73], and the ones who do not identify with the negative
labelling of their body and its set of abilities (e.g., Deaf culture, neurodiversity). As such,
the default premise of being seen as defective is disempowering, and it does not allow for
the self-determination of one’s body image. If EDI wants to build a culture of belonging
for disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff, it must allow for both self-
understandings of one’s body. It should acknowledge that disabled people are the only
ones that are defined in a negative way by default in the EDI discourse given the definition



Societies 2021, 11, 49 20 of 34

that is used for disabled people used in EDI. None of the other groups that are covered by
EDI have a negative label attached to their identity (ethnic minority, women, or indigenous
people). Indeed, eliminating negative stereotypes is a goal of EDI [190]. Negative labelling
the identity of others is one form of stereotyping. Therefore, it is problematic that disabled
people at university cannot choose how they perceives one’s body [23,68,69]. Indeed, in
one thesis, it was noted that the body identity overshadows everything else [191]:

“Vance (2007) discussed the experiences of faculty and staff with disabilities in
a book she edited on college faculty and staff with disabilities. In her opening
pages, Vance states, “we [disabled] share the repercussions of having only one
part of our identity, the disability, overshadow all other parts of our identities,
thus impeding our attempts to fully pursue professional endeavors” (p. 5).
Additionally, she chastised higher education for not providing an environment
that modeled “a more liberal and more accessible work environment for people
balancing multiple commitments” (p. 5). She supported her conclusions with
stories from faculty and staff who spoke of their fear of speaking out about their
disabilities” [191] (p. 12)

When Vance writes about “the disability”, Vance means the ability non-normativity of the
body, the ‘deficiency’ of the body that overshadows all other parts of the person’s identity.
In the book Ableism in Academia [73], various authors reflect on the negative identity
experience of disabled people in academia highlighting for example the low disclosure
number by people with invisible “disabilities”. To provide one quote from the introduction:

“Starting from a very personal experience of disclosing a disability and of dealing
with the consequences of that disclosure, Griffiths reflects on how specific forms
of knowledge production and particular ways of working are normalized and
disability is not considered appropriately” [73] (p. 7)

Many chapters in the book indicate the need to be able to choose the identity of one’s body
as one sees fit. One study focusing on nursing students with dyslexia found “The majority
of students rejected any reference to using medical or disabled discourses and instead drew
on contemporary language in constructing their dyslexic identity” [192] (p. 360).

Another example (not university linked) for the negative body identity having a huge
impact is revealed by the comments given by disabled people taking part in sustainable
development consultations where disabled participants noted that disabled people are
mostly excluded from sustainability policy discussions, because their identity is fixed as a
deficient one [193–195].

One recognized problem that arises from being identified in a negative way is the
evaluation of teachers with a stigmatized identity. Problems with student evaluations of
teaching is a recognized problem and it is linked to the identity that one is linked to; to
give one quote from a participant:

Students really resisted hearing about Aboriginal [perspectives]. And [instruc-
tors] got really poor teaching evaluations from their students. And I know they’re
good teachers because I’ve watched them teach and known other classes they’ve
done better. And they’re really ridden hard by the students in those settings,
to not vary from the norm of what [students] perceive as the conventional type
of [content] (Robert) [165] (p. 11)

Regarding student evaluations, another article looking at LGBTQ academics makes the
link between teaching evaluation and a stigmatized identity of a teacher:

“Disclosing a stigmatized identity—especially if it intersects with other marginal-
ized identities—may undermine authority in the classroom (Branfman, 2015;
Misawa, 2015), leaving faculty ‘viewed as biased, politically coercive, inappro-
priate and non-academic’ (Johnson, 2009, p. 186) or seen as pushing an agenda
(Nielson & Anderson, 2014)” [10] (p. 3) (for the references that are cited in the
quote [196–199])
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Given that disability, as in not being ability normative, as in seen as impaired, is a stigma-
tized identity and it contains a negative default position, one should expect that disabled
teachers should experience the same problem, especially if they teach content that does not
adhere to the negative identity. In one thesis, such problem is briefly noted [186]. However,
no studies cover this topic within the EDI literature, although some say that it should be
covered [165].

4.1.3. Othering Disabled People in EDI

Narratives around disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff impact
how they interact and relate to other ‘non-deficient groups’ and how the other groups relate
to them and, as such, impacts the intersectionality aspect of disabled people. Othering
based on their identity is described as a problem for disabled people [191], and it is noted
that it has an effect disabled faculty experience “that upheld ableist and disablist logics
while othering professors’ disability identities in the classroom” [200] (p. 118). Othering
is also discussed in relation to equity [201], diversity [202–204], and inclusion [205] in the
literature. There are signs that disabled people are seen differently in university EDI efforts
than other groups, which can influence how and if at all EDI is discussed in relation to
disabled people and what is said and not said but could have been said [206–209], and to
“other” disabled people at the university. One sign is that the narrative of purpose and
focus of a given endeavour is simply different. To give the example of the university of
Toronto by giving some quotes of how EDI offices [210] give meaning to three EDI groups:

“The Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) Office ensures that
U of T is meeting the AODA standard obligations as legislated by the Province of
Ontario and makes the university accessible for all staff, faculty, librarians and
students. The Office delivers online and in-person training, as well as provides
outreach and resources among other support services” [211]

“The Anti-Racism and Cultural Diversity Office (ARCDO) within the Division of
Human Resources & Equity, provides services to support university members
in their efforts to foster environments that are intentionally racially diverse and
inclusive through the advancement of equitable practices, education and training
and the provision of complaints resolution supports on matters of race, faith and
intersecting identities as guided by the Ontario Human Rights Commission” [212]
and from the “Reflect. Restore. Action” page of the Anti-Racism and Cultural
Diversity Office (ARCDO) highlighting a past event “The Anti-Racism & Cultural
Diversity Office joins the university of Toronto in denouncing Anti-Black racism
in all its forms. There is no denying the pain, sadness, and anger that many are
feeling given recent events of racialized violence. As we navigate, strategize and
action-plan during these difficult times, the Anti-Racism and Cultural Diversity
Office invite the U of T community to join on Thursday, June 4th for a space
of restoration and critical dialogue while building community with colleagues
during these challenging times” [213]

“The Sexual & Gender Diversity Office (SGDO) develops partnerships to build
supportive learning and working communities at the university of Toronto by
working towards equity and challenging discrimination values. The Sexual
& Gender Diversity Office operates by: Centring principles of equity and in-
tersectionality; Facilitating supportive and inclusive communities within the
university; Engaging in ongoing learning, support and advocacy concerning
sexual and gender diversity; Connecting the university of Toronto with broader
LGBTQ communities; Recognizing our histories and supporting a creative vision
for the future” [214]

It is obvious that the webpage content covering disabled people is quite different
in tone to the other two groups that we quoted, with the language used to describe the
disabled people’s office leaving the impression that its really a legal compliance office.
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Why does the university of Toronto EDI disability office highlights that they comply with
the AODA (for similar example in other universities see for example [215,216]) and sees
this as their defining characteristic of the EDI office focusing on disabled people? There
are more problems for disabled people at the university besides access. It could easily be
named “Ability diversity office” similar to the use here: “Community Rehabilitation and
Disability Studies Program: Vision: Responsive, sophisticated and just understandings of
people of diverse abilities. Mission: Our mission is to generate research, education, policy
and practice partnerships to improve well-being of people with diverse abilities” [217].
Using neutral terms, such as “ability diverse” or “ability diversity” fits with the capability
approach that perceives “diversity, equity and inclusivity in abilities” [138] (p. 452) as
important “to transform means into achievements, it is preferable to views that focus on
equality of means. Therefore, CA aims to obtain outcomes that people will value while
empowering them” [138] (p. 452). This would allow for a positive self-identity with who
one is and fits with that it is argued that “diversity includes important and interrelated
dimensions of human identity, such as race, ethnicity, color, gender, socio-economic status,
nationality, citizenship, education, geographic origin, religion, sexual orientation, ability,
age, political beliefs and or other ideologies” [58]. If EDI is rebranded to be about the
acceptance of ability diversity, it would facilitate a refocus on the essential for EDI, which is
to engage with what ability expectations are relevant or irrelevant and an engagement with
ability privilege. Using ability diversity as a lens also facilitates intersectionality, because
disabled people are not the only group that has to deal with which ability expectations
are relevant and that are irrelevant ability expectations based on ability privilege. Indeed,
the recent disaster that was caused by COVID-19 added to the urgency to discuss ability
diversity and what are relevant and irrelevant ability expectations. Wordings, such as
Anti-disablism Office (if the word disablism is used to mean discrimination), or even the
phrases “Office of disabled people” or “Office for people with disabilities” (if the content of
the description uses language around human rights, equity, and intersectionality, whereby
accessibility is just one part of the problem and focus), would be better for EDI purposes.

4.2. Quantity and Diversity of Disabled People

The failure to differentiate is one of the problems identified in relation to EDI and
race [58]. The ‘disability’ definition is also one glaring example of such a failure to differen-
tiate. The very definition of ‘impaired person” is very broad. The definitions of “impaired
person” used for example in Canadian universities in compliance with the Employment
Equity Act covers: acquired brain injury, ADHD, autism spectrum disorder, chronic health
disability (e.g., Crohn’s disease, hemophilia, epilepsy, asthma, diabetes, HIV/AIDS, can-
cer, pain, etc.), coordination or dexterity disability (e.g., arthritis, cerebral palsy, cystic
fibrosis, multiple sclerosis), deaf, deafened, hard of hearing, learning disability, mental
health disability (e.g., schizophrenia, chronic depression, anxiety disorder, bipolar disorder,
etc.), mobility disability (e.g., amputations, paraplegia, reliance on a walker, scooter, or
mobility aid due to disability), speech impairment (e.g., aphasia, stuttering, cluttering, etc.),
vision loss or impairment, and legally blind (not correctable by glasses or contact lenses)
(see, for example, [176,218,219]). However, the data are rarely segregated based on the
different “disabilities”.

Given this broad definition of ‘impaired person’, at least 30–40% of the university
population can be defined as “impaired” (given, for example, that 26.3% of students
are seen as having mental health issues [220]). It puts many people together under the
deficiency language, not only the ones that do not self-identify as deficient (e.g., deaf
culture and neurodiversity), but also so many different ability diversities, all of which pose
different EDI implementation challenges. The disabled people that are covered under this
definition have vastly different approaches as to their identity, their lived reality, the daily
barriers they face, and the attitudes they face.

Given the broad definition of “disability”, many target numbers should be revised
up; for example, 5.4% of the total Canada Research Chairs are to be filled with disabled
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faculty [221], which is much too low. According to Statistics Canada, 6.7% of university
professors, instructors, teachers, or researchers have a self-identified disability, which
suggests that the vast majority of ‘disabilities’ are not declared by disabled university
professors, instructors, teachers, or researchers. Indeed, given the negative imagery of
ability diversity, the lack of ability identity security, and the many negative experiences
that are linked to being defined as impaired, it does not seem sensible to self-identify as
having a disability if one does not have to do so.

According to Statistics Canada, disabled university professors, instructors, teachers, or
researchers are the groups with the highest level of harassment, discrimination, and unfair
treatment recorded [100]. However, as bad as these numbers are, they do not tell the whole
story, because what the unfair treatment, the discrimination, and the harassment was very
likely different based on the persons ‘impairment’ and remedies and training of others
to deal with the problem would have to be quite different, based on the ‘impairment’.
Indeed, anti-harassment and anti-bullying modules used in many universities housed
under Occupational Health and Safety do not also have to cover disabled people in general,
but such coverage must be differentiated based on the ability difference. Some harassments
and bullying actions might be experienced the same by all disabled academic staff, but
many, such as language, use linked microaggression is different for different groups of
disabled people.

4.3. EDI, Disabled People, and Broader Science Recommendations

Improvement in how research is done and what is researched is one main focus of
EDI [1,24,32,222,223]; for example, EDI is employed to enable to “drive deeper cultural
change within the research ecosystem” [46] and EDI efforts are linked to various interna-
tional documents covering how to do science, such as the 2017 “UNESCO Recommendation
on Science and Scientific Researchers [40] and the UNESCO World Conference on Sciences
1999 conference documents [29,30].

The 2017 “UNESCO Recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers demands
“equitable conditions of work, recruitment and promotion, appraisal, training and pay
without discrimination” based on . . . disability” [40]. This aligns with the EDI mandate and
EDI could be used to strengthen the recommendations. The problem is how to implement
this and what this quote exactly includes. Does implementing this demand include that
one can work on the social topics of relevance to disabled people? Does implementing this
demand include funders providing as much funding for projects covering the “social” of
disabled people than for projects covering the “medical”? How these two questions are
answered will influence the relationship between EDI and the UNESCO recommendation.
If the two questions answered with a yes, that suggests an added facet to the EDI and
disabled people at university, which is not really discussed so far.

This study showed that the EDI has a bias toward seeing disabled people in certain
ways, and the academic coverage of EDI shows a bias against covering disabled people as
part of EDI. Therefore, the EDI discourse in the moment does not lead to the elimination
of bias against disabled people, which is mentioned as a goal in Section 3, 13(c) of the
2017 “UNESCO Recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers: “in order to
remediate past inequalities and patterns of exclusion, actively encourage women and
persons of other under-represented groups to consider careers in sciences and endeavour
to eliminate biases against women and persons of other under-represented groups in work
environments and appraisal” [40] (p. 120). In the 2017 “Recommendation on Science
and Scientific Researchers” [40], the following is stated: “the word “science” signifies the
enterprise, whereby humankind, acting individually or in small or large groups, makes
an organized attempt, by means of the objective study of observed phenomena and its
validation through sharing of findings and data” [40] (p. 120). This quote raises the
question of what “objective” means for disabled people, including researchers that want to
work on a non-medical narrative of disabled people given the medical and ability bias in
evidence? The wording suggests a vast task to unravel conscious and unconscious ability
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biases and ability privilege biases and blind spots in academia and elsewhere. Others have
argued that the 2017 “UNESCO Recommendation on Science and Scientific Researchers
will transform working conditions, rights and responsibilities of researchers globally” [164].
However, based on the findings of this study, EDI’s engagement with disabled people must
substantially change in relation to disabled people to make that statement true.

The UNESCO World Conference on Sciences 1999 conference [29,30] acknowledged,
in point 25 and 42, barriers that disabled people and other groups face in relation to science
and being scientists [29]. As such, one could have acted upon these documents since 1999,
and EDI for disabled people could now act on these documents. The documents demand
including disabled people into scientific networks (point 17, [30]), in all aspects of research
activities, including the development of policies (point 79, [30]), and demand identification
and elimination of discriminatory educational practices to enable participation in science
of disabled people (point 81, [30]). Point 91 gives the explicit action items to ensure the full
participation of disadvantaged groups (including disabled people in the definition point
25 [29]) in science and technology, namely: removing barriers in the education system;
removing barriers in the research system; raising awareness of the contribution of these
groups to science and technology in order to overcome existing stereotypes; undertaking
research, supported by the collection of data, documenting constraints; monitoring imple-
mentation and documenting best practices; and, ensuring representation in policy-making
bodies and forums [30]. Given the findings around the lack of EDI focused academic
engagement with disabled people, one can conclude that the EDI system falls short of all
the demands made in the 1999 documents.

5. Conclusions and Future Research

This study indicates a lack of academic engagement with EDI as it relates to dis-
abled students, non-academic, and academic staff. This is troubling, but also an op-
portunity. Given that disabled students, non-academic, and academic staff encounter
severe problems and barriers in post-secondary education, including in relation to their
identity [25–28,68,70–75,79,82–90,93–98,149–157,224–226], given that policies are to be in-
formed by evidence and that policies can influence what is researched [39,158–163], given
the nearly total lack of engagement with undergraduate disabled students as researchers
and how to build the academic pipeline for disabled faculty [26], and given the lack of
evidence around the social situation of disabled people [35–39], studies providing the
data that are needed to make EDI a success for disabled students, non-academic staff, and
academic staff are warranted. Indeed, given the mentioning of disabled people in various
sections, for example, in the report “Igniting Change: Final Report and Recommendations”
by the Congress Advisory Committee on Equity, Diversity, Inclusion, and Decolonization
(AC-EDID) [227].

Given that EDI articles covering other EDI groups indicate the importance of one’s
identity [188], studies are needed that investigate, in detail, the impact of how disabled
people are labelled in EDI discourses and the consequences of not experiencing ability
identity security (to be able to be at ease with ones set of abilities) [112]. Given the breadth
of what falls under the definition of disabled people in EDI, one must revisit whether the
EDI targets for disabled students, non-academic staff, and academic staff are too low. EDI
data are also needed on the different ‘deficiencies’, as the people exhibiting the different
‘deficiencies’ have totally different views and lived experience.

Research into the impact of EDI on the social situation of disabled people and how
to measure it is also warranted given that policies are to be informed by evidence and
research is warranted on why EDI efforts have not led so far to the closing of the evidence
gap on the social situation of disabled people.

EDI research must address that 35% of disabled university professors, instructors,
teachers, or researchers at Canadian universities “experienced unfair treatment or discrim-
ination in the past 12 months and 47% saw themselves subjected to at least one type of
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harassment in the past 12 month” [100]. Whereby, they were the group with the highest
number (assuming that these high numbers are not a Canadian exclusive phenomenon).

Regarding EDI literacy and EDI education, disabled people outlined, in online fora
covering the 2030 sustainable development goals, many roles and actions that universities
and their faculty should take in relation to disabled people and their situation. Many of
these could be looked at through an EDI lens [193–195,228,229]. One can investigate how
curricula cover EDI, especially in relation to disabled students, non-academic staff, and
academic staff.

Given the example of language highlighted earlier around EDI offices at the university
of Toronto, one can investigate the language of how university webpages and documents
deal with the different EDI groups and compare the language used for disabled students,
non-academic staff, and academic staff and other EDI groups.

A 2020 Master thesis states that “Social workers and social work faculty have a
“natural inclination towards inclusion, equity and diversity” [186] (p. 35), suggesting
that one could have a look at other social work faculties and how they deal with the
different EDI groups, such as disabled people. Additionally, of course, such studies can be
performed with every faculty. There are a few theses covering disabled faculty [230–233]
and disability microaggression [185,186], whose findings suggest various possibilities for
follow up EDI research.

It is argued that equity diversity and inclusion are concepts that should be present in
high schools [234], and literature around women and STEM indicate that one must go to
school to initiate change. Accordingly, to fill the pipeline of women going into STEM fields
in universities and fill faculty positions, it seems logical to suggest that EDI engagement
with disabled people has to start in schools [26]. A recent thesis looked at some high school
districts in the USA and how they use EDI [234]. Such investigation can be applied to other
school districts. If school students learn about EDI, they are already sensitized to look at
their university life through EDI, which might decrease many of the problems that disabled
students at universities face that are caused by fellow students.

Finally, there are various tools that can help EDI endeavours to make visible the
problems disabled people and other EDI linked groups face. A recent workshop that
focused on diversity, equity, inclusion, and implicit bias in academia focusing on race and
ethnicity [58] could be modified to cover ability diversity, ability privilege, and ability
bias. Various ability expectation exercises [184,235] could be used to reveal unconscious
ability biases and ability privilege biases. The BIAS Free (Building an Integrative Analytical
System For Recognizing and Eliminating inEquities) framework [236,237] is a tool that was
developed for identifying biases that derive from social hierarchies, including disabled
people and abilities. The BIAS Free poses 20 questions that indicate biases that help to
maintain hierarchies in three main sections: H-Maintaining an Existing Hierarchy; F-Failing
to Examine Differences; and, D-Using Double Standards. As such, it is a useful tool to
make people realize the existence of ability based and other biases within themselves and
others. It can be used to analyse data and find real life examples for the biases in relation to
disabled people and others.
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