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ABSTRACT

According to Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (CRPD), state parties recognize the right of persons with disabilities to education.
In this paper we focus on access to higher education for persons with intellectual disabilities
and the recognition or non-recognition of these persons as students and learners. The year
2024 marks 30 years since the Salamanca Statement was adopted, and the system of inclusive
education still faces many challenges. One challenge is that persons with intellectual dis-
abilities have not yet been included in higher education, although they are included in
primary and secondary education as students in special needs education. The aim of this
article is to identify and discuss possibilities and obstacles that may be arise when granting
persons with intellectual disabilities participation in higher education. Based on experiences
from a single case study - a pilot project developing a higher education programme in
human rights for students with intellectual disabilities - we examine possibilities and obsta-
cles at the institutional level. Using Honneth's relational theory of recognition, we analyse the
results with a focus on what can be learned from this project in regard to welcoming students
with intellectual disabilities in higher education.
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Introduction
general tertiary education, (...) without discrimination
and on an equal basis with others’.

Persons with intellectual disabilities have not been
included in higher education, although they are
included in primary and secondary education as pupils
in special needs education. We will begin the article
with a brief historical outline of the situation for this
group in the primary and secondary system of educa-
tion. The main part of the article will focus on higher
education.

The empirical case for this article is a pilot project

The UNESCO Salamanca Statement (1994) marked
a shift from special needs education to inclusive educa-
tion (Ainscow et al., 2019). The Statement emphasizes the
right to education for all and focuses explicitly on stu-
dents (children and adolescents) with disabilities. In
2021, UNESCO acknowledged that ‘Disability affects
access to education across all regions and income groups
when education systems do not have inclusive policies in
place’ (UNESCO, 2021, p. 25). In this article, we will focus
on access to higher education for students with intellec-
tual disabilities. Primary and secondary education are

basic prerequisites for higher education, but these will
not be our focus here.

The year 2024 marks 30 years since the Salamanca
Statement was adopted, and the system of inclusive
education still faces many challenges. Implementation
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) (United Nations
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
2008) makes dealing with these challenges even more
urgent, because the states party to the Convention are
obliged to ensure an inclusive education system at all
levels (UN, 2008). Article 24 of the Convention (UN,
2008) specifies that ‘States party to the Convention shall
ensure that persons with disabilities are able to access

carried out in a Norwegian higher education institu-
tion (HEI), where a higher education course was
developed on human rights for students with intel-
lectual disabilities. Through their work in this pilot
project, the first and second authors (project leaders)
explored opportunities and obstacles in the system of
education. The pilot project provides a unique lens
through which to examine possibilities and obstacles
to take part in higher education for students with
intellectual disabilities. We also present the legislation
and policy regulating the higher education sector in
Norway. As we will argue below, obstacles are the
product of a lack of policy and support structure for
the inclusion of persons belonging to this group.
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According to the World Bank and the World
Health Organization’s World Report on Disability,
15% of the population lives with disability; thus, dis-
ability is highly relevant for education at all levels
(World Health Organization, 2011). Disability is
often approached from within a biomedical dis-
course, which tends to emphasize impairment
(Retief & LetSosa, 2018). In contrast, we take
a citizenship and human rights approach to disability,
emphasizing participation.

The article addresses education as a human rights
topic and recognition of persons with intellectual
disabilities in HEIs. The aim of the article is to
identify and discuss possibilities and obstacles that
can be faced when granting persons with intellectual
disabilities participation in higher education.

The article starts with a brief historical background
and description of the Norwegian context. Thereafter,
we present the case: the pilot project that developed
a higher education course for students with intellec-
tual disability. Next, we present and discuss theore-
tical perspectives and method. We then describe,
analyse, and discuss the findings before concluding.

Historical background

In the early days of the developing Norwegian welfare
state, children with intellectual disabilities, together
with deaf and blind children, were acknowledged as
individuals with learning potential under the
Abnormal Schools Act of 1881, which established the
right to education for ‘blind, deaf and feeble-minded
children’ (Simonsen, 2003, p. 93). In 1936, students with
disabilities were excluded from ordinary schools, leav-
ing these individuals to the special education system,
which at that time was not compulsory for municipa-
lities to offer (Bondevik & Bostad, 2021).

Since 1881, two parallel systems in primary educa-
tion have developed: those of special needs pedagogy
and pedagogy. The system of special needs pedagogy
has not worked well in terms of giving students the
necessary skills and competence to be prepared for
higher education (Gustavsson et al., 2017; Magnus &
Tossebro, 2014). Persons with intellectual disabilities,
who have been part of special needs education, are
therefore not on an equal footing with others when
applying for higher education. The level of compe-
tence needed to complete higher education also
implies that not all persons will be able to meet the
criteria for admission nor succeed in taking such
courses. However, it has not yet been explored
whether there are persons excluded from higher edu-
cation that could meet the admission criteria and
complete higher education.

Students have a right to special adult education
according to their ‘developmental potential’
(Section 5-1 of the Act relating to Primary and

Secondary Education and Training, 1998). More knowl-
edge is needed regarding how these educational systems
work, not only formally but also in practice. Persons
with congenital intellectual disabilities receive a pension
when they turn 18 and are, as such, categorized as ‘born
disabled’ (fedt ufor). This group affiliation grants the
right to financial support - the disability benefit - but
not to other types of social financial support or student
loans.

Higher education in Norway

We will now turn to higher education and examine
the possibilities that persons with intellectual disabil-
ities have to apply for higher education programmes
in Norway. Higher education is a highly regulated
sector. Unlike elementary and secondary education,
higher education is not an individual fundamental
right. However, all persons have an equal right to
apply for higher education and shall have equal rights
in the education system if they meet admission cri-
teria. The general basis of admission is ‘completion of
Norwegian upper secondary school or other suitable
education or combination of education and work
experience’ (Section 3-6 of the Act relating to uni-
versities and university colleges, 2005). To acquire
general study competence, the student must have
successfully completed three years of upper secondary
school, or successfully completed vocational training
and passed the study qualification subjects.’

Within the legal system, there is room for exemp-
tion from the formal regulation of admission to
higher education due to disability or permanent ill-
ness. If a student can provide documentation proving
that it was not possible to acquire general study
competence due to such factors, the institution can
grant dispensation and allow the student to be
admitted to higher education (Ministry of Education
and Research, 2021).

This legal exemption for those who have not been
able to meet the above requirement due to chronic
illness or impairment was adopted under an admin-
istrative regulation concerning admission to higher
education in 2021. This administrative regulation
states in Chapter 3 on exemptions from requirements
for general study competence that students with dis-
abilities can get dispensation from the requirement
for study competence.” The HEI must assess whether
the student has the necessary conditions to complete
the education programme (Ministry of Education and
Research, 2021, Chapter 3).

The overarching framework of qualifications in the
European Higher Education Area was adopted in 2005
(the Bologna Process). The different national qualifica-
tion frameworks have been developed in order to be
compatible with this overarching European framework.
The Norwegian version of this European framework



covers three cycles: bachelor’s, master’s and doctorate.
The qualification framework provides a threshold for
what students are expected to document that they have
achieved. According to this framework, the students’
learning outcomes are divided into knowledge, skills
and competencies.

Although social and societal inclusion of persons
with disabilities is important for the Norwegian wel-
fare state (Ogden, 2014), disability remains a risk
factor for dropping out of education at all levels
(Kermit & Holiman, 2018). The CRPD calls for uni-
versal design of products, environments, programmes
and services, as well as for reasonable accommoda-
tion. Students in higher education have a right to
individual accommodation, but the kind of accom-
modation is not specified, except for additional time
for completing exams and access to audio texts (pro-
vided by the Norwegian Library for accessible litera-
ture (Tibi)) for students with sight loss and/or
learning disabilities. In the Norwegian welfare state,
such rights are individual rights based upon medical
diagnosis. The right to individual accommodation is
rather unspecified, and HEIs’ duty to provide for
universal design in the learning environment is too
weak. There is thus not yet a sufficient system in
place to secure the rights of students with disabilities
in HEIs.

Presenting the pilot project

The pilot project that forms the case for this article
was carried out from autumn 2021 to autumn 2023.
The project’s idea was based on Article 24 of the
CRPD and the right to access post-secondary educa-
tion for persons with disabilities (UN, 2008). This
project aimed to explore the possibilities of provi-
sions in higher education courses for students with
intellectual disabilities. The initial project group con-
sisted of representatives from the City of Oslo, the
first author, a professor at VID Specialized
University, and the Norwegian Association for
Persons with Intellectual Disabilities (NFU). The
City of Oslo paid for the services of a recently grad-
uated lawyer who worked with the project group in
developing an application for project funding. Since
there was no funding available for higher education
for students with intellectual disabilities, project
funding was necessary. When external funding from
the Dam Foundation (Stiftelsen Dam) was in place,
the first and second author shared responsibility as
project leaders from August 2021. The pilot project
was part of the Faculty of Health Studies at VID
Specialized University, with support from the rector
and the dean.

Project participants were recruited through infor-
mation about the project at the HED's webpage.
During the first year, project leaders and a group of
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persons with intellectual disabilities who were inter-
ested in higher education worked together in co-
production to plan the coursework. We refer to
these persons as ‘potential students’. During
the second year, the courses were taught to students
at the programme, these are referred to as ‘students’.
Formative dialogue research was an integrated com-
ponent of the entire period. This entailed two kinds
of co-production: (a) planning the courses in the
2021-2022 academic year - project leaders together
with potential students; (b) carrying out the courses
in the 2022-2023 academic year - project leaders
educating students. This was carried out at two cam-
puses, both in southern Norway.

Both the potential students and the students at the
course were recruited through the website of the HEI
where the project was located. Most of the students
accepted at the programme had been active as poten-
tial students developing the coursework. The pro-
gramme was not widely advertised; rather, persons
came and applied for acceptance as the word spread.
The project leaders experienced a great deal of enthu-
siasm from applicants, family members and the gen-
eral public.

During the first year of the project, the project
leaders worked closely with potential students to
develop courses relevant to the students, including
learning goals according to the qualification frame-
work, working methods, exams and assignments. The
overall topic of human rights created a frame for the
development of the courses. Three types of courses
were developed and taught:

a. a course in human rights and the everyday,
developed together with potential students

b. a hybrid course on power and relations in
practice, carried out with students in the mas-
ter’s programme in citizenship and co-
operation; the course was developed with
potential students and the teacher of the course
in the master’s programme

c. acourse in inclusive and participatory research,
developed by researchers and co-researchers
from six universities and university colleges in
Norway (Naku, n.d.)

We adapted the latter course for the higher education
programme. The courses were carried out with two
student groups at two campuses.

Each course was worth 10 ECTS points. All
courses were pedagogically and didactically accom-
modated to meet the students’ needs. In courses (a)
and (c) above, the students took part in the course-
work exclusively with other students with intellectual
disabilities. Course (b) was offered on one campus as
a hybrid design (O’Brien et al, 2018), where the
students from the pilot project took part in the course
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together with students from the master’s programme
in citizenship and cooperation. The different students
worked together on an assignment about professional
relations in practice. During the academic year, the
project leaders worked closely with the students, pay-
ing attention to their needs for accommodation.
Project leaders shared the pedagogical responsibility
and also sat in the classes with students when not
teaching. We hired student assistants on both cam-
puses to help the students with practical tasks.

The courses were developed as individual courses,
collectively comprising 30 ECTS points, equivalent to
1 year of part time education at 50% progression. The
students were on campus for 10 weeks. In between
campus-based classes, we offered lectures or super-
vision online. Each of the 3 courses consisted of 70
hours of teacher-led activities and 200 hours of stu-
dent work. We used the above-mentioned qualifica-
tion framework to generalize the higher education for
this group of students, to make it easier for other
HEIs to develop similar programmes for students
with intellectual disabilities.

In total, two student groups at two campuses (five
in each group) participated in the courses. All the
students expressed interest in learning and appre-
ciated being a part of this programme. Some students
had personal assistants who assisted them with prac-
tical or personal tasks. Throughout the
academic year, the project leaders maintained close
contact (in person and by email) with the students in
between on-campus classes to identify and accommo-
date their needs. This could involve explaining home-
work, meeting online, writing easy-to-read texts etc.
A formative dialogue approach was carried out
through the whole project.

The admission criteria were developed together
with the administration. The students were expected
to have attended upper secondary school for at least
three years. Based on their CV and motivation letter,
all students who applied for admission were invited
to an interview where we gave further information to
them and their families and discussed important
aspects of the programme. All applicants were
accepted in the programme, but two students chose
to stop before completing it. All students passed their
exam.

After having introduced the empirical case for this
article, we now continue by presenting the theoretical
perspectives and method used.

Theoretical perspectives

Education is fundamentally relevant to citizenship.
Access to education is important for citizenship,
and persons excluded from education are often also
excluded from citizenship. Education supports citi-
zenship and democracy (Nussbaum, 2010) by

educating for citizenship. Nussbaum’s political philo-
sophy has proved productive both in education and
in disability studies and welfare research (Lid, 2015;
Reindal, 2009). Of importance here is that higher
education is valuable for formation and building
democratic citizens. When groups and persons have
poor access to education, this is a democratic pro-
blem and hinders equal citizenship.

The topic of this article is recognizing students
with intellectual disability in HEIs, supporting equal
citizenship for persons with disabilities. Therefore,
theories on recognition understood as access to civil
and political rights and duties are productive for
analysing the findings. The concept of recognition
has become important in highlighting the explicit
relational character of justice and public morality.
Justice requires not only a set of goods for each
individual, but also giving a person appropriate
standing in the eyes of others (Young, 1990). In the
context of this article, we include perspectives from
the German philosopher Axel Honneth, who pro-
poses a differentiated theory of recognition: namely,
that ‘experiences of injustices be conceived along
a continuum of forms of withheld recognition - of
disrespect — whose differences are determined by
which qualities or capacities those affected take to
be wunjustifiably unrecognized or not respected’
(2003, pp. 135, 136).

Honneth here distinguishes between three recog-
nition spheres: love, law and achievement (p. 137).
These realms in capitalist society entail forms of
social relations in which members of society can
count ‘in different ways and according to different
principles on reciprocal recognition’ (p. 142). These
principles entail ‘Love’ (the central idea of intimate
relationships), the equality principle (the norm of
legal relations), and the achievement principle (the
standard of social hierarchy)’ (p. 143), alternatively
called the spheres of ‘love and friendship’, ‘respect’,
and ‘self-esteem’, respectively. In this article, we will
refer to Honneth’s equality principle and achieve-
ment principle.

In the analysis and discussion, we will apply
a micro — meso — macro-level approach to distinguish
between the role of individuals (micro level), educa-
tion initiatives and institutions (meso level) and reg-
ulating government (macro level) (Boeren, 2019,
p- 281). We use this analytical approach as a tool to
identify and understand the obstacles and possibilities
revealed through planning and carrying out the pilot
project. The approach fits well with Honneth’s three
spheres (mentioned above). We focus on the institu-
tional meso level, since this article discusses obstacles
and opportunities for students with intellectual dis-
ability in HEIs. However, the individual micro level
and the regulating macro level, as well as the linking
of the levels, will be included where relevant.



Disability is both a medical and social - relational
phenomenon. In essence, the medical model sees
a person’s impairment first and focuses on this aspect
as the reason why a person with a disability is unable
to access goods and services or participate fully in
society (Retief & Letsosa, 2018). In our context, intel-
lectual disability is the reason for exclusion from
higher education. The Norwegian welfare state pro-
vides inhabitants with rights and financial compensa-
tion, such as special needs education and an
individual plan in education based on a medical diag-
nosis. Thus, medical models are dominant in the
context of the welfare state (Brennan et al., 2018).

The social model addresses structural inequalities
and socially created oppression (Shakespeare, 2018).
Disability is here understood as the consequence of
barriers in society, such as lack of accessibility and
discriminatory attitudes. Relational models, in turn,
integrate individual and structural dimensions - and
also focus on the individual - environment interac-
tion in contexts - to understand disability (Lid,
2023). Disability is, accordingly, contextual and situa-
tional. The analysis and discussion sections illustrate
and discuss this in the context of higher education.

The CRPD is based on an understanding of dis-
ability as a product of human - environment inter-
actions (Lid, 2023; UN, 2008, Article 1). In this
relational model, disability is presented as part of
human diversity; it is seen through the lens of
human rights and ideas about equality (Degener,
2017). Intellectual disability, such as a learning dis-
ability, is part of human diversity and therefore also
needs to be accommodated for in higher education.

The human rights perspective recognizes the
human dignity of people with disabilities and values
human difference and diversity (Degener, 2016, in,
Broderick & Ferri, 2019). In our opinion, relational
models that take both individual and environmental
factors into account are necessary when exploring
opportunities and barriers for persons with intellec-
tual disabilities in higher education. The education
system has responsibility to support individuals and
dismantle structural, environmental and attitudinal
barriers. Relational models for disability also fit well
with Honneth’s relational understanding of social
justice.

Method

The aim of this article is to identify obstacles and
possibilities for granting students with intellectual
disability access to higher education. We here employ
a case study design (Yin, 2018). The pilot project is
the case and the unit of analysis, studied within
a context of educational policy and regulation,
where we focus on the obstacles and possibilities
faced in carrying out the pilot. The pilot project was
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not an experiment, but rather an innovation in higher
education. We approach it as a flexible, single-subject
case study design (Yin, 2009, p. 62, 2018): an
approach that is suitable when the case represents
an unusual circumstance among other examples
(Yin, 2018, p. 53). As it was the first of its kind in
Scandinavia, the pilot project can be seen as an unu-
sual circumstance. Taking a pragmatic approach, we
adapted the single-subject case study design accord-
ing to our context and research aim.

According to Yin, the unit of analysis and the unit
of data collection may differ and create confusion
(Yin, 2018, p. 102). In this study, the data include
educational policy documents and experiences with
interactions at institutional meso level by first
and second author. We identified three units of ana-
lysis: regulative politics (macro level) is the main
context in this article. The students’ learning envir-
onment at the HEI (institutional meso level) is the
main unit of analysis. The students’ experiences
(micro level) is to a lesser degree included in this
article. The individual micro level and regulative
macro level will be included when relevant.

The pilot project practiced an explorative
approach to accommodation for a new group of
students. Part of the process of accommodation is
exploring possibilities for accommodation at the reg-
ulative macro level and institutional meso level. The
context in the HEI where the pilot project was con-
ducted is referred to as the institutional meso level.
We seek to identify the obstacles and possibilities for
the students in these processes of implementation.
The first and second authors have first-hand infor-
mation on the project. The empirical material was
generated through formative dialogue research
(Feinstein et al., 2010) by first and second author.
Formative dialogue research is an approach in
empirical research where the researchers are able to
make changes in the project alongside the work in the
project (Feinstein et al., 2010) This approach is there-
fore highly suitable for pilot projects. Formative dia-
logue research was carried out during the project and
is included in the case. According to Feinstein et al.
(2010, p. 8), formative dialogue research means giv-
ing shape to things so that people conducting
research and evaluation can influence changes during
a process, improvements can be made, and problems
can be solved.

The data consist of fieldnotes, the first and second
authors’ log book with notes from meetings with
students, and minutes from meetings at the adminis-
trative level. The students’ perspective is included in
other articles, as well as in newspaper articles, as
students were interviewed by journalists about their
experience as students in the programme
(Chalachanova et al., 2023). In these interviews, the
students spoke about their experiences being the first
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students in a higher education programme for per-
sons with intellectual disabilities in Norway. In the
project, we also conducted group interviews with
students at the end of each course. All courses were
evaluated by students. The result of this evaluation
guided the subsequent course.

The first and second authors had regular meetings
with the administrative staff and faculty leadership
during the pilot project. In addition, they had meet-
ings with an external scholar from Nord University,
to guide and reflect together during the process.” We
also had meetings with the student administration,
and the pilot project was presented at different meet-
ings in the Faculty of Health Studies. In total, we have
approximately 100 pages of minutes, notes and eva-
luation notes. We read and reflected upon these,
guided by the research question, seeking possibilities
and obstacles in granting persons with intellectual
disability participation in higher education.

While the data were anonymized, it was not pos-
sible to fully blind them since VID Specialized
University is the only HEI in the Scandinavian coun-
tries that is developing higher education programmes
for students with intellectual disabilities. We have
therefore refrained from including citations from
minutes or notes.

Challenges in research ethics

We here present and discuss the research-related
ethical challenges experienced by the project leaders.
The European Code of Conduct for Research
Integrity (ALLEA, 2023) emphasizes that researchers
should ‘recognise and weigh the potential harms and
risks relating to their research and its application and
mitigate possible negative impacts’ (point 2.3). One
ethical challenge in this project relates to its status as
a pilot project - it has not yet been acknowledged as
a higher education project by the Norwegian govern-
ment. While this does not pose a risk or cause harm,
it necessitates reflection. The pilot project has
demonstrated a need for this kind of education in
Norway, as evidenced by the students’ interest in
learning. Knowing that these persons are not recog-
nized as learners in HEISs, the temporality of the pilot
project led to ethical reflection and discussions with
the students.

One risk navigated in the project was that the
students would not be recognized as students in
HEIs. We mitigated this risk by including them in
all phases of the project, including the formative
dialogue research. The pilot project is characterized
by co-production of knowledge. The main purpose of
inclusive knowledge production is a transparent
search for truth (Popper, 1971), which is the standard
that should govern ethical reflection in practice. Over
the last 20years, it has been emphasized that

scientific truth-seeking must happen in close colla-
boration with the societies and persons the research
will have an impact on (Jasanoff, 2017; Nowotny
et al.,, 2003), as the concept of truth cannot be under-
stood as an entity void of contextual and relational
aspects, but only makes sense within communities
and contexts. In this project, we have balanced truth-
seeking, potential harms, and negative impacts on the
involved students, and the importance of carrying
hope in a balanced way by reflecting upon the unpre-
dictability and uncertainty of the project together
with the students.

An ethical relevant point concerns the closeness of
the first and second authors to the material, as both
were project leaders for the pilot project. We
addressed this by inviting an external scholar to
take part in the formative dialogue research and to
reflect and write together with the third and fourth
author. These co-writing processes enhanced the
reflexivity of the project leaders.

The potential students who worked on planning
the coursework and the students who wanted to
participate in the research provided their free and
informed consent by signing consent forms. The
information was provided in a way that accommo-
dated the students’ needs. According to the practice
for co-production of knowledge in research at this
HEIL the potential students were paid for planning
the coursework; the students who took the courses
did not get paid to study, as students in general do
not receive payment for studying.

In the formative dialogue research, we focused on
the students’ experiences to identify possibilities and
obstacles at the institutional level. Being able to
implement the pilot project as such demonstrated
a possibility in higher education. However the lack
of accommodation at the institutional level was an
ethical dilemma, because the students were exposed
to obstacles in the learning environment. We
addressed the dilemma by having a dialogue with
the students in collaborative working processes and
striving to improve the accommodation in concrete
situations throughout the project period. We learned
alongside the implementation of the pilot project.
The students with disabilities were used to facing
barriers in the built and sociocultural environment,
as these exist in all sectors and arenas. The course-
work in which they took part provided a space in
which they could reflect upon these barriers together
with the project leaders, in which we also highlighted
the barriers and contextualized them, historically and
politically.

Research in this field requires an awareness of
research integrity issues. Historically, academia’s
intention to protect the vulnerable has resulted in
the perspectives of what is referred to as vulnerable
groups being excluded from knowledge production



(National Research Ethics Committee for Social
Sciences and the Humanities, 2021, point 31). This
is an example of paternalism that is strongly rooted in
a medical approach to persons with disabilities.
According to our rationale, it is important to make
the perspectives of persons with intellectual disabil-
ities heard and their challenges acknowledged, which
is an important step on the road to epistemic recog-
nition. However, this motivation brings with it some
ethical issues that we had to balance.

A pilot project is suitable for learning through
experiences, and the formative dialogue research
made it possible to make changes alongside working
in the project. The students had influence upon any
changes made during the project and were recognized
as subjects of knowledge as well as co-researchers.
The students were new to studying in an HEI and
therefore, like many persons with disabilities, had to
navigate barriers in the learning environment; we will
return to these in more detail in the findings section.
All the students were interested in co-working on the
project. Moreover, in publications in which students
are co-authors, they opted not to be anonymized
(Chalachanova et al., 2023).

Findings: obstacles and possibilities

The formative dialogue research provided opportu-
nities to strengthen the supportive structure for the
students at one campus and connect the pilot project
student with other students at the other campus. The
students in the pilot project, like all students, had to
learn to adapt to some of the demands of higher
education, such as individual study, submitting
assignments and participating in group work.

The data from the formative dialogue research
were analysed throughout the project, in dialogue
with students, an external scholar and HEI adminis-
tration, focusing on the support structure we were
able to offer students at the institutional meso levels
and the policy macro level. The findings presented
here apply to different dimensions of the students’
learning environment (e.g. pedagogical, physical,
sociocultural, digital and organizational). We there-
fore present the findings related to the five aspects of
the students’ learning environment. These are all of
importance for students making their way through
higher education. According to the case study design,
focusing on the institutional meso level, these five
dimensions will here mostly be addressed at the this
level, although the micro level and macro levels inter-
connect with the institutional level.

We begin by describing possibilities regarding the
pedagogical learning environment. At a general level,
the project revealed an important possibility: that the
students experienced inclusion in higher education
and appreciated being recognized as learners in
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a higher education programme. It was a pedagogical
possibility to have close interaction with the students
and facilitate their learning process. The project gen-
erated new knowledge for our HEI regarding the
balance between universal design in learning envir-
onments and individual accommodation. There were
pedagogical opportunities to accommodate for indi-
vidual needs among students. We therefore believe
that the programme contributed to their flourishing.
In interviews with the national media, some of the
students expressed this as important, mentioning pas-
sing exams and presenting assignments as valuable to
them.*

A pedagogical obstacle, however, was that we as an
HEI were not sufficiently prepared for the new group
of students, as we needed to include their network to
accommodate their learning process. Such experi-
ences are reflected in other research (Lee & Taylor,
2022). The students found certain syllabi challenging
to comprehend, so these were rewritten in simpler,
more accessible language. Another obstacle was time
as a limited resource, with regards to teacher-led
activities.

There were mainly two teachers involved in the
programme, which provided a valuable opportunity
to get to know the students quite well. At times, the
teachers had to take on a dual role as both educator
and facilitator. The project enabled them to explore
creative pedagogical methods, such as creating
a visible timeline when teaching about disability and
human rights history. In their assignments, the stu-
dents used different methods, such as film, podcast,
PowerPoint and written text. This diversity of peda-
gogical approaches and tools offered a variety of
experiences for teachers and students. When consid-
ered in the context of university pedagogy, the learn-
ing outcomes are valuable with regards to educating
students in general.

The physical learning environment consisted of
one older campus and one newer campus. As the
HEI hosting the pilot project, was open to learn
from the experience, in order to improve the univer-
sal design of its buildings and environment, as well as
its individual accommodation project leaders com-
municated from the project on a regular basis.
However, there were also obstacles related to way-
finding, maintenance and accessible toilets and class-
rooms. In line with relational models of disability we
accommodated students’ needs in these areas by
increasing the time for lunch breaks and adding
time for both social interaction and taking care of
individual needs.

The socio-cultural learning environment was
influenced by less interaction with other students
than originally planned for. At one of the campuses,
the students had the opportunity to work together
with other students; at the other campus, this was not



8 I. M. LID ET AL.

possible for practical reasons. We identified
a bachelor’s programme that would have been rele-
vant to collaborate with for the students at the other
campus; however, the time schedules did not align.
When the students in the bachelor’s programme were
on campus, the students in the pilot programme were
not — and vice versa. These kinds of practical and
technical obstacles were unsurprising, as all education
programmes share a limited number of rooms and
education spaces.

Collaboration with other students was an impor-
tant experience for the pilot students who got this
opportunity. They were able to experience the life of
other students, with meetings, group work, preparing
presentations, answering questions after the presenta-
tions, sharing their knowledge and acquiring new
knowledge together with other students. As for the
other pilot students, we undertook other activities to
support the belonging of the students in the univer-
sity, such as always having lunch in the cafeteria on
campus, and encouraged the students to take part in
students activities on campus.

Students and project leaders also experienced digi-
tal opportunities and barriers. Online meetings with
students worked well, and the digital lectures pro-
vided an opportunity for all students at both cam-
puses to meet at the same time. The digital barriers
concerned the use of the learning platforms, digital
access and the exam system. Analysed in light of
relational models of disability, the digital platforms
were not sufficiently adapted to the needs of persons
with intellectual disability. Teachers and students
used the learning platform Canvas to upload and
download lectures, assignments, timetables and
other information. The design of the learning plat-
form Canvas was less accommodated for students
with intellectual disabilities. To accommodate the
students’ needs, we therefore used email and commu-
nicated with the students individually, which worked
for the students but was more time-consuming for
the teachers.

Discussion

In this section, we discuss the findings in light of
Honneth’s relational theory of recognition by focus-
ing on the two principles of law and achievement.
When discussing the law principle, we distinguish
analytically between a legal possibility at the macro
level (de jure) and the actual right for concrete indi-
viduals in specific contexts at the institutional meso
level (de facto). Our aim is to identify and discuss the
obstacles and possibilities for these students in these
processes of accommodation. The main focus of this
article is to explore the possibilities and obstacles at
institutional level in line with the above-described
relational model and the human rights approach to

disability. Preliminary analysis indicates that there are
barriers at the institutional level, both at university
and state level. In order to secure and mainstream
education, institutional support is necessary together
with individual accommodation supporting students’
learning processes.

The analysis alongside the project period indicated
that pedagogical, social and administrative support
was necessary to facilitate for students achieving
ECTS. We had planned for such support and could
provide for the students. According to other research
we however recognize that use of ECTS points is not
necessary for developing this kind of higher educa-
tion (Bjornsdottir, 2017), as it is not a part of
a bachelor’s or master degree within the qualification
framework.

Barriers emerge in the person - environment
interplay. In terms of Honneth’s differentiated and
relational concept of recognition, we found obstacles
and possibilities on different levels. For example, the
project group always had to make sure that the room
for meetings was accessible and large enough for
wheelchairs, and that the accessible toilet was in
working order. Persons using a wheelchair need
space in order to move freely. Usually, administrative
support at the HEI books the classrooms. Although
all the classrooms are supposed to be accessible to
wheelchair users, the project leaders had to check that
this was the case. The group of students was small,
which also meant that sometimes we were allocated
smaller classrooms not appropriate for students using
wheelchairs.

We planned for more interactions with students
from other programmes than we managed to realize.
The pilot project implemented one course as co-
learning, together with students from a master’s pro-
gramme. The experiences of both the master’s stu-
dents and the pilot project students were good;
however, they were dependent on individual effort
and goodwill rather than institutional priorities and
strategies.

In terms of Honneth’s achievement principle, we
realized when using the qualification framework that
there was little room to sufficiently adapt this frame-
work to the individual students’ needs for accommo-
dation. The HET's Committee of Education holds the
responsibility for the academic level of courses
offered at the institution. The dialogue on the flex-
ibility of the qualification framework belongs at the
regulative macro level more than the institutional
meso level. In spite of positive signals little has chan-
ged in terms of increasing the flexibility of the system
to accommodate the diverse needs of students with
disabilities.

Not all persons should or must attend higher educa-
tion, but it is fundamental to a just society that all
persons have equal rights to education, including



applying for higher education (UN, 2008, Article 24).
Important dimensions here are equal opportunity to
access higher education and fair opportunities to take
part in and complete higher education courses.
International experiences and research in higher educa-
tion inspired the project’s development and content.
Recent research (O’Brien et al., 2018) provided
a framework for the pilot project, giving helpful knowl-
edge about different perspectives on inclusive HEIs,
including lived experiences, teachers’ attitudes, and
the political, structural and critical issues when estab-
lishing this novel type of education.

From the perspective of Honneth’s (2003) rela-
tional theory of recognition, we can ask: Who is to
change - the individual or the system? In the pilot
project, our aim was to negotiate with the system so
that the needs of the students with intellectual dis-
abilities were accommodated for (Bjornsdottir, 2017).
In this process we experienced resistance within the
system, which in Honneth’s theory concerns the legal
principle. The students are, as persons with intellec-
tual disabilities not recognized as epitomized stu-
dents. We do not claim that all people need to go
through higher education in order to be full citizens
of society. But not being recognized as an individual
with learning capacity, being excluded from the realm
of higher education because of a group identity, seem
unjust.

The problem then is that these persons are not
recognized as a learner and as a knower. This is a lack
of recognition that is justified by referring to the group
identity rather than individual potential. By designing
the project as co-production together with potential
students and students, the participants were recognized
as learners and as persons with relevant knowledge
included in the formative dialogue research.

Historically, higher education is a battleground;
new groups of academics have always met with bar-
riers, prejudice and special group arrangements.
There is often a fear in the system that when accept-
ing historically underrepresented groups in academia,
the quality of the system of education will be under
pressure (Aavitsland, 2019). When working on this
pilot project, we also faced resistance towards the
inclusion of these students in higher education.

Sector barriers as an exclusionary factor

Norwegian policies on inclusion are organized in
line with the principle of sector responsibility
(Chhabra, 2019). This means that the education
sector is responsible for inclusion and equal access
to education. Higher education is, as described
above, characterized by sector barriers, such as
assignments, exams and grading. Based on
Honneth’s (2003) perspective and analysis of this
pilot project, students with intellectual disabilities
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are not recognized as equal in the Norwegian higher
education system. As experienced in the pilot pro-
ject, neither the pedagogical, physical, digital nor
social learning environments accommodate students
with intellectual disabilities. Recognition applies to
both the regulative macro level and the institutional
meso level and is experienced or not at the indivi-
dual micro level.

If education and higher education are common
goods, as in Norway, they should be accessible also for
persons with intellectual disabilities. The welfare state
should lead to a better quality of life, including for
students in marginalized positions (Ogden, 2014).
Therefore, the system of education can be identified as
unjust when some individuals are excluded from admis-
sion to higher education (Oettingen, 2018). Lack of
access to apply for higher education admission can be
viewed in light of Honneth’s (2003) theoretical perspec-
tive regarding who is excluded from the legal structure
and positioned outside legal relations.

What the pilot project revealed is that the
exclusion of these persons from the system of
education is both legal and political, and when
changing the system in order to include persons
belonging to these excluded groups, we need to
address both the legal and the political levels,
together with the institutional level at the indivi-
dual HEI. Referring to the relational model of
disability, the individual condition of intellectual
impairment gives the right to financial support
(the disability benefit), but not support to partici-
pate in higher education. The experiences from the
pilot project at the macro and meso levels indicate
that persons with intellectual disabilities are invi-
sible as learners in the system of education, per-
haps for this reason. This is, we argue, a lack of
recognition at the regulative macro and institu-
tional meso level of these citizens as learners
(Honneth, 2003).

According to Article 24 of the CRPD (UN, 2008),
states party to the Convention shall ensure access to
postsecondary higher education. As illustrated by the
project, there are opportunities, but also manifold of
obstacles that need to be addressed strategically and
politically at all levels. This relates to all students with
disabilities as inclusion in higher education is
a principle formulating what kind of organisation we
have chosen for our educational systems and ultimately
for our societies’ (Kermit & Holiman, 2018, p. 165).

There are positive opportunities but the legal and
political hindrances, which we have described above,
are substantial and can be described as a ‘wicked
problem’ because there are many interdependent fac-
tors that make it difficult to solve. There are, how-
ever, also possibilities in the system as described and
discussed above, which needs to be explored and
developed further.
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Conclusion

The role of education in the Nordic welfare state
needs to be reflected on from a disability perspective.
Despite several decades of special needs education for
pupils with intellectual disabilities, persons belonging
to this group have not yet been included in higher
education. Including this historically underrepre-
sented group in higher education is a challenge at
institutional level because the structure is not devel-
oped to facilitate for these students.

In order to welcome new groups of students in
higher education, the regulative system at the macro
level and the institutional systems at the meso level
must adapt and accommodate this new group of
students. When planning for the pilot project, we
aimed to identify and discuss possibilities and obsta-
cles in higher education. By identifying possibilities,
we hope also to influence the education system in
a backward direction. When persons with intellectual
disabilities are being recognized as learners, they
might be facilitated for in a better way in elementary
and secondary education. This is not possible to
measure at this point, but it can perhaps be evaluated
if and when the work is continued as an integrated
part of the higher education system. One important
test case will be whether the admission system will
make room for students with intellectual disabilities
that have no grades from secondary school exams
(Bjornsdottir, 2017).

In this article, we have focused on the possibilities
and obstacles that emerged in a pilot project facilitat-
ing for students with intellectual disability in HEI.
We have identified opportunities and barriers in the
system of education and at HEIs related to all dimen-
sions of the student’s learning environment. Both
UNESCO (2021) and the CRPD (UN, 2008) call for
a policy supporting an inclusive system of education.
It is the task of the sector to find ways to implement
inclusive systems at all levels, including higher educa-
tion. Based on the relational understanding of dis-
ability, it is necessary to acquire knowledge on the
interaction between individual needs and the struc-
tural mechanisms that have the power to change laws
and practices.

Notes

1. There is also a 23/5 rule, which means that the appli-
cant be at least 23 years old in the year of admission,
has completed and passed the study qualification sub-
jects and has at least 5 years of education or profes-
sional experience (Norwegian Universities and
Colleges admission service’s act relating to universities
and university colleges, 2005).

2. In this project, we did not formally make use of this in
the short term.

3. We wish to thank Oddbjern Johansen contributing to
the formative dialogue research by asking questions
from outside the institution.

4. There were several interviews with some of the stu-
dents in the national and regional media.
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