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1. Introduction

The number of students with disabilities (SWDs) attending university has steadily increased in recent
years (De Cesarei, 2015). However, many students still choose not to disclose their disabilities,
leading to underreporting and a lack of accurate data on this group’s academic experiences. It is
important to note that disclosure is not mandatory; students can decide whether to reveal their
disabilities informally to peers and professors or formally through official accommodation requests
(De Cesarei, 2015). While students must inform the Disability Unit (DU) to receive accommodations,
they are not required to disclose the specifics of their disabilities to faculty (Tamjeed et al., 2021).
Accommodations refer to modifications, supports, or adjustments made in educational, workplace,
or social settings to ensure that individuals with disabilities can participate fully and equitably
(Tamjeed et al., 2021). These accommodations may include assistive technology, flexible policies,
accessible facilities, or tailored support services to remove barriers and promote inclusion (Tamjeed
et al., 2021). According to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
(UNCRPD, 2006), disclosure is essential for accessing reasonable accommodations and ensuring
equitable participation in education. Accommodations are key to the academic success of SWDs, and
supported students are likely to succeed (Newman et al., 2019). Newman et al. (2019) also noted that
when provided with resources and accommodations, SWDs can perform as well as their peers
without disabilities. While disclosure is crucial for accessing accommodations as guaranteed by
frameworks such as the UNCRPD (2006), it remains a deeply personal choice, with students
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weighing the potential benefits of support against fears of negative consequences, including
stereotyping and social exclusion (Mamboleo et al., 2020).

Disclosure can be both empowering and challenging, as it offers the potential for academic support
and social integration and exposes individuals to risks of stigma, discrimination, and marginalisation
(Grimes et al., 2019). The decision to disclose a disability is a complex choice that involves personal,
social, and institutional factors. Individual factors such as a student’s background, culture,
socioeconomic status, gender, and personal disability identity can influence their willingness to
disclose (Green, 2019). For instance, students who struggle to accept their disability are less likely to
seek assistance (O’Shea & Kaplan, 2018). Furthermore, non-visible disabilities, such as learning
disabilities and psychosocial disabilities, often present additional challenges in the disclosure
process, as they are subject to stigma and misconceptions (Monagle, 2015). The likelihood of
disclosure also varies by the type of disability. For example, students with learning disabilities are
more likely to disclose than those with physical disabilities (Monagle, 2015), and those with multiple
disabilities tend to seek more support (Newman & Madaus, 2015).

Moreover, some students found remote learning more accessible, while others struggled due to a
lack of in-person accommodations and support (Lindsay et al., 2018). This was particularly evident
during the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa. The shift to online learning during the pandemic
exposed the possibilities and limitations of digital education for students with disabilities (SWDs).
The pandemic highlighted the urgency of addressing the unique needs of SWDs and improving
disclosure processes to ensure they receive the accommodations necessary for success.

Additionally, in the South African context, disability disclosure is further complicated by historical
and societal factors, particularly the lingering effects of apartheid on education. South Africa’s
history of marginalisation has contributed to the widespread stigma surrounding disabilities, often
associating them with physical or cognitive limitations (Green, 2019). This stigma shapes students'
experiences in higher education (HE), making self-identification and disclosure difficult (Mutswanga
et al., 2015). Fear of judgement, stigma, or marginalisation often prevents students from disclosing
their disabilities, limiting their access to support services and negatively impacting their university
experiences (Eccles et al., 2018). Institutional factors, including accessibility, faculty awareness, and
campus climate, significantly facilitate or hinder disability disclosure (Green, 2019). In South African
universities, financial barriers, accessibility challenges, and negative interactions with university staff
may discourage disclosure. A lack of awareness about available services and accommodations
exacerbates these barriers, creating further obstacles for SWDs (Dong & Lucas, 2016).

The experiences of students with disabilities (SWDs) in South African higher education reflect
broader aspirations for inclusive education. South Africa’s commitment to inclusive education aims
to create an environment where SWDs can fully participate in academic and social life (Dong &
Lucas, 2016). However, despite the growing number of SWDs in universities, many still face systemic
and interpersonal discrimination. Systemic discrimination includes a lack of accessible
infrastructure, limited resources, and policies that fail to support the needs of SWDs. In contrast,
interpersonal discrimination often manifests as negative attitudes from peers and lecturers, who may
harbour misconceptions about the abilities of SWDs (Mutswanga et al., 2015). These discriminatory
experiences, both systemic and interpersonal, contribute to the challenges students face in disclosing
their disabilities and accessing the necessary accommodations for academic success.

Conversely, when universities have a supportive institutional culture and clear support systems,
students may be more likely to disclose, leading to improved access to accommodations and
enhanced academic success (Mamboleo et al., 2020). Ultimately, the literature underscores that
disclosure is not a one-size-fits-all action, and its success is contingent on the supportiveness of the
environment, including institutional policies, faculty attitudes, and broader societal perceptions of
disability.While a significant body of research exists on disability disclosure, this study aims to

2. Munjanja & Hendrick, 2025



Interdiscip. J. Educ. Res

contribute to the existing literature by exploring the barriers, enablers, and lived experiences of
students disclosing their disabilities at a selected South African university. This study seeks to
answer the following questions: What barriers prevent SWDs from disclosing their disabilities at a
South African university? What enabling factors encourage SWDs to disclose their disabilities at a
South African university? What are the experiences of students who disclosed their disabilities and
those who did not? What are the perspectives of SWDs on how to improve rates of disability
disclosure?

2. Theoretical Framework

This study employed a Social Model of Disability theory primarily formulated by Michael Oliver
(1983) and Tom Shakespeare (2006). The Social Model of Disability posits that disability is not solely
an individual's medical condition but rather a result of societal barriers that prevent full participation
in society (Shakespeare, 2006). According to this model, disability arises from the interaction between
individuals and a society that is not designed to accommodate diverse needs. This framework
challenges the medical model, which focuses on impairments and suggests that the solution lies in
fixing or curing the individual. Instead, the Social Model advocates for a shift in societal attitudes,
policies, and environments to ensure that people with disabilities can participate equally in all
aspects of life (Oliver, 2023). The theory emphasises the importance of accessibility, social inclusion,
and the removal of physical, attitudinal, and institutional barriers.

The Social Model of Disability was employed to understand the enablers, barriers, and students’
lived experiences of disclosure at a South African university. Thus, focusing on external barriers such
as stigmatisation, inadequate support systems, and a lack of accessible infrastructure, the theory
helps explain why students with disabilities (SWDs) may choose not to disclose their disabilities.
Additionally, it aligns with the study's goal of unpacking how structural factors within South African
universities, influenced by the legacy of apartheid and ongoing social inequities, contribute to the
challenges of disability disclosure. Using Social Model theory, the study also explores students' lived
experiences, shedding light on how systemic changes can be made to foster an inclusive and
supportive environment and encourage students to disclose and seek necessary accommodations.

3. Methodology

The study explored the barriers, enablers, and students’ lived experiences of disability disclosure at
a selected South African university. A qualitative study was conducted using an exploratory research
design, underpinned by an interpretivist paradigm (Parker et al., 2019). This approach facilitated an
in-depth understanding of the subjective experiences of SWDs in the context of disclosure. A
qualitative approach was chosen as it emphasises the deep exploration and understanding of the
experiences and perspectives of individuals, institutions, or groups (Bansal et al., 2018). This
methodology enabled the exploration of rich, detailed insights into SWDs” experiences and allowed
for flexibility in capturing their diverse perspectives. Given the novelty of the topic, the exploratory
design was well-suited to generate insights and lay the foundation for future research on the subject.

3.1 Population, participants and selection of participants

The population of this study comprised the SWDs from the University of Fort Hare in the Eastern
Cape, South Africa. The researchers chose to conduct their study at the University of Fort Hare
because it offers a unique academic and social environment that may influence disability disclosure
differently than other institutions. Being based at the university provided the researchers with
firsthand exposure to the experiences of students with disabilities, emphasising the need for an in-
depth study on the factors influencing disclosure. Furthermore, conducting research at this
university facilitated cost-effective data collection, as proximity to the institution reduced travel and
logistical expenses. Consequently, the researchers were able to leverage their familiarity with
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institutional structures, student experiences, and accessibility challenges, ensuring a well-informed
and context-specific study.

Snowball sampling was used to sample ten SWDs aged 20-56 years at a selected South African
university. Among the participants, six were male SWDs and four were female SWDs. Five SWDs
disclosed their disabilities, while five did not. Snowball sampling enabled researchers to locate
students who had not disclosed their disabilities to the university. As described by Parker et al.
(2019), snowball sampling involves asking initial research participants to help identify and recruit
other potential subjects. The researchers approached the Disability Unit of the selected university
and requested SWDs listed in their registers. The Disability Unit then shared the researchers’ contact
information with students who were willing to participate. The students contacted the researchers
via phone and email, and those who volunteered referred prospective participants to the researchers.

3.3 Data collection methods

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data, guided by a semi-structured interview
schedule. Kallio et al. (2016) highlighted the significance of developing such a schedule to ensure
thorough data collection, thereby enhancing the research's trustworthiness. This format allowed the
researcher to obtain more relevant information from the participants (Kallio et al., 2016). Due to
impending exams, some participants opted for virtual platforms like Zoom and WhatsApp for their
interviews, with some choosing video and others opting for audio-only due to privacy concerns. The
benefits of online interviews included flexibility and accessibility, while challenges comprised
technical issues and limited non-verbal communication. To address these challenges, additional time
was allocated for interviews to tackle connectivity issues, and some participants were encouraged to
use video when possible to enhance interaction. Two students were interviewed via Zoom, four
participants were interviewed via WhatsApp calls, and four participants were interviewed face-to-
face. The researcher conducted the interviews in English, each lasting approximately 30 minutes, and
all participants were comfortable with being interviewed in English. These interviews were held in
private settings suitable for each participant in the study. The primary researcher provided the
participants with a detailed explanation of every facet of the study.

3.4 Method of data analysis and ethical considerations

Data from participants were analysed using thematic analysis, a systematic method for structuring
and examining data to extract insights (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). Interviews were transcribed
verbatim, and thematic analysis identified emerging themes following Martin’s (2022) six-step
process. First, interviews were transcribed and translated into English, with repeated readings and
note-taking to enhance familiarity. Second, data were coded by identifying relevant segments aligned
with the research objectives, transferring them to a Microsoft Word document, and marking them
with distinct colours and descriptive notes. Third, coded data were grouped into themes, forming a
thematic map with potential subtopics (Martin, 2022). Fourth, themes were reviewed to ensure
alignment with coded data and overall findings, refining them until data saturation was reached
(Moser & Korstjens, 2018). Fifth, themes were defined and named through continuous analysis.
Lastly, a report was produced, including a detailed discussion of the findings. The thematic analysis
allowed the authors to explore in depth students' lived experiences by identifying recurring patterns
and nuanced perspectives on the barriers and enablers to disability disclosure in a South African
university context.

To ensure trustworthiness, four criteria were considered: credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability (Nowell et al., 2017). Credibility was enhanced through careful planning and
prolonged engagement. Transferability was ensured via non-probability sampling to select relevant
participants. Dependability was achieved by comparing coding results for consistency, thereby
strengthening the study's reliability (Nowell et al., 2017).
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The study received approval from the Ethics Committee at the University of Fort Hare. The ethical
clearance number for the project is HEN031SMUNO1, which was approved on 29th September 2023.
Participation required full and informed consent in accordance with the ethical standards set by the
Ethics Boards. Therefore, participants were provided with clear and comprehensive information
about the study prior to consenting. The primary researcher made it clear to participants that their
involvement was voluntary and that they could withdraw at any time if they wished. Participants
signed the consent forms. The research adhered to strict confidentiality and anonymity guidelines.
Privacy was ensured by conducting semi-structured interviews, with the exception of the research
assistant present, for whom consent was obtained from each participant beforehand. Pseudonyms
were employed to protect participants' identities. The researcher implemented strict data security
protocols by password-protecting all stored data.

4. Presentation of Results

This chapter presents the study's findings, which were obtained through semi-structured interviews.
The findings are provided in the themes developed during data analysis. Direct quotations from
interviewees are also used to support the main themes. Four themes emerged from the findings and
are presented below.

4.1 Theme 1: Enablers of disability disclosure

This theme discusses the factors that motivated SWDs to disclose their disabilities. The participants
mentioned personal motivation and growth as key influences on their decisions to disclose. These
elements have emerged as critical enablers for disclosure:

“I have a physical disability. Accepting who I am and being okay with it was part of my
personal growth” (Participant 6).

Another student expressed that she was influenced by her previous positive experience in high
school, where she disclosed her disability to the school and received support.

“Where I did my high school, I disclosed that I have a physical disability, and I received
unwavering support from my teachers” (Participant 8).

Another student pointed out that previous positive experiences of others influenced him to disclose
his disability.
“Other students shared their positive experiences, such as receiving adequate accommodations,
emotional support, or access to resources, which made me feel that the university has our backs.
I have a psychosocial disability” (Participant 7).

Also, some students were influenced by robust institutional support systems. One participant who
benefited from such a support system stated:

“We have staff members that are specifically assigned to help students like me. This made me
comfortable to disclose my physical disability” (Participant 10).

Other participants highlighted the pivotal role of positive interactions with lecturers and peers in
influencing their decision to disclose their disability:

“My lecturer always encouraged me and told me to approach her if I needed help. I felt
reassured knowing that someone in my academic environment was open-minded and
understanding. My lecturer’s general willingness to offer help and create an open,
understanding environment made me comfortable to disclose to my university that I have a
physical disability” (Participant 4).

“My classmates accepted me like everyone else but quickly offered help when needed. I did not
have to hide to them that I have a physical disability” (Participant 6, physical disability).
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Participants indicated that access to essential support services, such as extended exam time, assistive
technologies, and note-taking assistance, encouraged them to disclose their disability.

“After realising the academic accommodations I could receive, like extra time for exams and
access to lecture notes, I disclosed that I have a physical disability. Without these
accommodations, I would struggle to keep up with my peers” (Participant 4).

Participants identified key enablers for disability disclosure, including personal growth, self-
acceptance, and past positive experiences. Hearing success stories reassured students like Participant
7, while institutional support, such as dedicated staff, played a crucial role. Positive interactions with
lecturers and peers fostered a sense of belonging, as noted by Participants 4 and 6, while access to
academic accommodations highlighted the practical benefits of disclosure. These findings suggest
that a supportive university environment can significantly influence students' willingness to disclose.

4.2 Theme 2: Barriers to disability disclosure

The students identified various barriers that prevent them from disclosing their disability to their
university. Some students reported that the institutional disclosure process often deters them
because of its complexity and the intrusive assessments required to determine their eligibility for
support.

“It feels like you are being interrogated just to prove that you have a disability. I have a physical
disability, but they still want proof. That part of the process is discouraging” (Participant 1).

Some students expressed that one of the key factors discouraging them from disclosing was fear of
negative academic consequences. The participants mentioned the following:

“I have partial vision impairment. I heard stories of students excluded from opportunities
because their lecturers did not want to deal with what they saw as ‘extra work.” It is better to
be on my own” (Participant 2).

“I have a physical disability. There is this stigma attached to disclosure, and I do not want to
risk my grades and reputation” (Participant 9).

Students indicated that one reason they chose to conceal their disabilities is stigma. Some students
mentioned that if they disclose their disabilities, they might be viewed as lesser students by their
lecturers, while others fear it could threaten their future employment.

“I have a partial impairment. I am afraid that if I disclose my disability to my lecturers, they
might see me as less capable or assume that I cannot keep up with the work even though I can”
(Participant 2).

" I have a physical disability. I fear that if I tell the university, somehow, this information could
follow me when I apply for jobs “(Participant 3).

Participants indicated that they concealed their disabilities because they believed that these did not
significantly affect their academic experience and that they could manage independently.

“I have a physical disability, and I have always managed independently. My disability does
not affect my studies” (Participant 3).

“I think it is not necessary to disclose my disability. Although I have a physical disability I
have learned to work around it, and it has not been a problem for me academically” (Participant
9).

Students highlighted the detrimental impact of the absence of a university disability policy,
emphasising that without clear guidelines for protection, they felt compelled to hide their disabilities.

“I have a physical disability. The university does not have a disability policy, and it makes it
uncomfortable for me to share my challenges. I feel there is no formal process to do so”
(Participant 1).
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“I have a physical disability, and I worry that disclosing my disability could lead to
discrimination or stigma since there is no university disability policy in place to advocate for
our rights” (Participant 5).

Participants identified several barriers to disability disclosure, including a complex and intrusive
process, fear of academic consequences, and concerns about stigma affecting grades and future
employment. Some participants, such as Participants 3 and 9, felt that disclosure was unnecessary
because their disabilities did not impact their studies. In contrast, Participant 5 highlighted the
absence of a university disability policy as a significant deterrent. These findings reveal key
institutional and social factors that discourage disclosure.

4.3 Theme 3: Experiences of students based on disability disclosure

Both students who disclosed and those who did not disclose their disability expressed their academic
and social experiences. Students who disclosed their disability expressed the following:

“I have a physical disability. Disclosing my disability was the best decision ever. When I need
extra time during exams, I am given. The Disability Unit helps me stay on track academically,
and I can see my grades improving” (Participant 4).

“I have a psychosocial disability. Disclosing my disability gave me a sense of relief because my
lecturers and classmates are more understanding. However, I have noticed that some people
started treating me differently, like I need extra time all the time, even when I did not”
(Participant 7).

“I have a physical disability. The university helped provide necessary accommodations when I
disclosed my disability. However, I do not like that sometimes when I need something from my
lecturers, I must follow up multiple times” (Participant 10).

On the other hand, students who did not disclose their disabilities also expressed the following:

“I have a physical disability. I did not disclose my disability and am struggling to keep up
during lectures, and my grades are decreasing” (Participant 5).

“I have a physical disability. I opted not to disclose my disability. Socially, I blended in, but it
is tough to keep up. Sometimes I need assistance, but I feel uncomfortable asking, which makes
me feel isolated sometimes” (Participant 3).

“I have a partial vision impairment. I did not disclose my disability, and sometimes I struggle
and wish I get extra time during exams” (Participant 2).

“I have a physical disability. I am struggling mentally; I get frustrated because I am managing
without formal help. 1t feels like I am fighting a battle alone, taking a toll on my well-being. If
I gather my courage, I may disclose to my university” (Participant 1).

Participants had varied experiences based on disclosure. Those who disclosed, such as Participant 4,
benefited from academic support, while Participant 10 found accommodations helpful but
frustrating to secure. However, Participant 7 noticed a change in how others treated them. Non-
disclosing students faced challenges; for instance, Participant 5 struggled academically, and
Participant 3 felt socially included but unsupported. Participant 2 wished for exam accommodations
but hesitated to disclose, while Participant 1 struggled mentally without help. These findings
highlight the trade-offs of disclosure and the need for stronger institutional support.

4.4 Theme 4: Participants’ perspectives on how to improve rates of disability disclosure

After each interview, the researcher inquired about how the university should tackle barriers to
disclosure for students. All the students provided different suggestions based on their understanding
and the experiences they have gone through on campus. As found in this study, some of the
participants’ recommendations indicate that universities should simplify the disclosure process and
provide continuous support post-disclosure. Three participants expressed the following:
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“When 1 first considered disclosing my physical disability, I was hesitant because I did not
know where to start. 1 think the university should have clear steps and ongoing support to
make it easier for us to disclose our disabilities” (Participant 8).

“I have a physical disability. There were too many forms. Knowing that my information is safe
and will be protected would help me feel more comfortable” (Participant 10).

“I have a physical disability. I felt like I was on my own after disclosing my disability. I received
initial support, but no one followed up to check if the accommodations worked for me.
Continuous support should be given” (Participant 4).

Two participants expressed the need for staff training to foster a more inclusive and supportive
academic environment, which would help alleviate students' fears and encourage them to seek the
accommodations they require. They explained the following:

“I have a physical disability. If lecturers were trained to understand that having a disability
does not mean you are less capable, more students like me would feel comfortable disclosing”
(Participant 9).

“I have a physical disability. I was scared that my academic performance would be judged
differently if I asked for accommodations. If the lecturers were better trained, I think they would
be more understanding and less likely to treat us differently" (Participant 1).

Some of the participants’ recommendations highlight the need for universities to raise awareness of
disability among both staff members and students without disabilities. They expressed the following:

“I have a physical disability. The university should have campaigns to raise awareness and
clarify that we can get help without judgment” (Participant 6).

“I have a physical disability, and I think if more counsellors and services were available where
you could talk without fear of being exposed, it would make a huge difference. The university
should make us feel safe to come forward, maybe through awareness campaigns and proper
support services" (Participant 3).

In this study, students recommended that universities create platforms where peers can share their
success stories, highlighting the benefits of disclosure. Participants explained the following:

“I have a partial vision impairment. I always thought my disability was not severe enough to
mention, so I never disclosed it. If universities allowed more students to talk about their
experiences, it could help students like me reconsider the importance of disclosure" (Participant
2).

“I have a physical disability. I did not think it was necessary to disclose because my disability

does not affect my ability to learn. Maybe if I had heard other students talk about how disclosure
helped them, I would have been more open to it" (Participant 1).

Participants recommended that universities develop disability policies. Their input highlights the
need for institutional disability policies. They elaborated on the following:

“I have a physical disability. I am not even aware of my rights in this institution. Unlike other
universities, there is no disability policy here. The university should do something about
formulating the policy” (Participant 3).

“I have a physical disability. There is no clear disability policy here. I do not feel comfortable
disclosing because I do not know if I will be protected. The university should have a policy that
specifically advocates for our rights. I think many students would come forward, including
me” (Participant 9).

Participants recommended simplifying the disclosure process, ensuring confidentiality, and
providing continuous support. Suggestions also included training lecturers to reduce bias and
raising awareness through campaigns and counselling services. Participant 2 emphasised the value
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of sharing success stories, while Participants 3 and 9 stressed the need for a formal disability policy.
These insights highlight the necessity for structural and cultural changes to effectively support
SWDs.

5. Discussion of Findings

A thorough analysis of the themes in this study uncovered the factors that influence SWDs in their
decision to disclose or conceal their disabilities at a selected university in South Africa. These findings
align with existing literature while also contributing new perspectives relevant to the ongoing
research and discourse on disability disclosure.

5.1 Disclosure of disability

A significant finding from this study is the complex interaction of institutional, social, and personal
factors that shape the decision to disclose a disability in higher education. The findings resonate with
Kilpatrick et al. (2016) in that, while legal frameworks mandate reasonable adjustments, the
inconsistent application of these policies across institutions is a critical issue. However, this study
further argues that merely complying with legal mandates is insufficient; universities must create an
inclusive environment that facilitates the seamless integration of accommodations into everyday
academic practice. This perspective aligns with the Social Model of Disability, which emphasises the
importance of addressing structural barriers rather than focusing solely on the individual.

The role of institutional culture and prior experiences with support systems cannot be understated.
The study highlights that when students with disabilities (SWDs) perceive faculty members and
peers as supportive, they are more inclined to disclose their disabilities. This reinforces the argument
that a welcoming institutional climate is just as crucial as the availability of accommodations (De
Cesarei, 2015; Mamboleo et al., 2018). Additionally, institutional support structures, particularly
Disability Units, emerged as instrumental in facilitating disclosure. SWDs who engaged with these
units reported improved academic performance and an enhanced sense of belonging. This
corroborates Dong and Lucas’s (2016) findings, which illustrate that engagement with Disability
Units improves SWDs' understanding of available services and fosters self-awareness about their
disabilities and their impact on academic progress. Thus, universities must foster inclusive cultures
that view disclosure as a pathway to equity, requiring a shift toward structural adjustments,
inclusivity, intersectionality, and ongoing accountability to empower SWDs to disclose without fear
of marginalisation.

5.2 Non-disclosure of disability

The reluctance to disclose a disability is a complex issue deeply connected to institutional policies
and societal attitudes. The study revealed how bureaucratic and financial barriers within university
disclosure processes hindered students from disclosing their disabilities. This finding reinforces
Kelepouris’ (2014) argument that the financial burden placed on SWDs to obtain documentation for
their disabilities exacerbates inequities. Additionally, stigma and fear of discrimination were
significant barriers to disclosure, particularly for students with psychosocial disabilities. Through the
Social Model of Disability, the study challenges the individualising approach that assumes non-
disclosure is purely a personal decision, instead framing it as a response to systemic barriers that
need addressing.

Moreover, stigma and fear remain formidable obstacles preventing disclosure. The persistent stigma
surrounding disability fuels students” anxieties about being perceived as inferior or incapable, with
potential ramifications for their academic and professional futures. Terzieva et al. (2016) illustrate
how students with disabilities sometimes perceive themselves as undeserving of accommodations,
reflecting a broader societal issue where disability is framed as an individual deficit rather than a
structural issue requiring systemic intervention. This study found similar sentiments, with some
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participants expressing that others needed support, justifying their decision not to disclose. This
internalised ableism wunderscores the urgent need for universities to reframe disability
accommodations as a right rather than a privilege.

Another key issue identified was the absence of comprehensive disability policies at the university.
While the Department of Higher Education and Training (2018) mandates such policies, the lack of a
dedicated disability policy at the selected university reflects institutional neglect. This finding is
consistent with Morifia (2020), who argues that the absence of policies reflects an institution's failure
to meaningfully engage with the needs of SWDs. The study highlights that, without clear and
comprehensive policies, universities fail to create a supportive environment where disclosure is seen
as a positive and necessary step, not a risky decision. The consequences of this neglect are far-
reaching, manifesting in inadequate physical accessibility, insufficient faculty training in inclusive
pedagogy, and limited awareness of the unique educational needs of SWDs (Collins et al., 2019).
Without robust policy frameworks, universities inadvertently sustain environments where
disclosure remains a high-risk decision rather than an avenue for necessary support.

5.3 Experiences of students based on disability disclosure

The experiences of SWDs who disclosed their disabilities and those who did not were explored. The
students in this study indicated that they received support from their institutional support systems
(DU and SCU) after disclosing their disabilities. This finding corroborates the work of Mamboleo et
al. (2020), which demonstrates that disclosure facilitates access to necessary academic support,
leading to better academic outcomes. Similarly, Lindsay et al. (2017) found that students who
disclosed their disabilities received necessary accommodations and performed better academically.
The students reported that disclosing their disabilities helped them improve their academic
performance as they began receiving support from their university.

Mamboleo et al. (2020) argued that withholding disclosure limits access to essential academic
support, increasing the risk of failure. Additionally, disclosure is pivotal in fostering a sense of
belonging (Fleming et al., 2017). In this study, students who chose to conceal their disabilities
reported struggling academically due to a lack of support that specifically addresses their needs from
the institution. As a result, they experienced feelings of loneliness. According to Fleming et al. (2017),
feelings of loneliness and social exclusion significantly predict academic performance and
persistence. However, if non-disclosing students experience heightened social isolation, it may not
be solely due to their decision to withhold disclosure, but rather the failure of institutions and student
communities to foster genuinely inclusive spaces. Therefore, instead of positioning disclosure as the
primary solution, efforts should focus on normalising disability and dismantling attitudinal barriers
that create a divide between students who disclose and those who do not. This aligns with the Social
Model of Disability, which emphasises the need to dismantle societal and institutional barriers to
ensure that all students, regardless of their disclosure status, have an equal opportunity to thrive.
Rather than focusing solely on encouraging disclosure, the study calls for efforts to normalise
disability and address the underlying attitudinal barriers that create divisions between students who
disclose and those who do not.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

The study highlighted the complex interplay of barriers and enablers that contribute to the decision
of SWDs to disclose their status at a selected university in South Africa. The findings indicated that
personal motivation, strong institutional support systems, and previous positive experiences of
students who disclosed their disabilities are factors that influence students to disclose. Conversely,
fear and stigma, perceived irrelevance of disclosure, the absence of a disability policy, and fear of
negative academic consequences hinder students from disclosing their disabilities. Furthermore, a
comparative analysis revealed that those who disclose benefit from greater institutional support. It
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is recommended that universities address these barriers by simplifying the disclosure process,
offering ongoing support, and formulating a disability policy. Such actions can significantly
contribute to an inclusive higher education experience where students feel empowered to participate
fully and openly.

In light of these findings, several recommendations emerge:

e The study recommends that universities streamline the disability disclosure process by
reducing administrative burdens, such as excessive paperwork and intrusive assessments.
Clear guidelines and step-by-step procedures should be developed to ensure that students
can disclose their disabilities with ease and confidence. Awareness campaigns should be
conducted to educate both students and staff about disabilities to eradicate stigma and foster
an inclusive academic environment.

e Universities should formulate and implement a formal disability policy that outlines students'
rights, available support structures, and institutional commitments to inclusivity. The policy
should be widely communicated and easily accessible to ensure that all students are aware of
their rights and the support available to them.

e Future research should explore the enablers, barriers, and disclosure experiences of students
with disabilities across multiple South African universities to understand institutional
differences in support structures and policies.
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