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D I S A B I L I T I E S

Overcoming Invisibility and Exclusion
Carol Rogers-Shaw

Keywords: access, action research, agencies, collective, difference, disability, 
distance, educational and economic opportunity, emancipatory research, 
impairment, improvements, inclusion, individual, obstacles, participation, 
policy, social justice, social model, socioeconomic, values

The fi eld of adult education needs to address disability and the 
 increasing presence of people with disabilities (PWD) in adult educa-
tion. In 2006, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabil-

ities (CRPD) acknowledged that “the 650 million people in the world living 
with disabilities . . . lack the opportunities of the mainstream population. 
They encounter a myriad of physical and social obstacles” (United Nations, 
2007, para. 2); however, more than a decade later, there is still limited focus 
on disability in adult education. Understanding the historical context of 
disability and its connection to social justice is vital to educators, program 
administrators, policymakers, and researchers involved in educating adults in 
a variety of contexts so adult learners can be better served. 

The United Nations (2006) defi nes disability as “an evolving concept 
and that disability results from the interaction between persons with impair-
ments and attitudinal and environmental barriers that hinder their full and 
effective participation in society on an equal basis with others” (p. 1). The 
defi nition of disability has changed over time, affected by historical context 
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and societal shifts. The view of disability as a predominantly medical prob-
lem or unfortunate personal tragedy was common until after World War II 
when there was an increase in veterans with disabilities, a greater number of 
elderly citizens with disabilities due to advances in medicine, and a height-
ened role of social movements in supporting the rights of PWD. At that 
time, governments and social agencies became more involved in providing 
services to PWD (Barnes, 2012). 

The social model developed from the work of the Union of the Physi-
cally Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS) in Britain in the 1970s. UPIAS 
described disability as social exclusion caused by public structures and sys-
tems as opposed to impairment due to the individual’s specifi c limitation. 
This distinction is signifi cant for adult education that both opposes societal 
restrictions and teaches the individual. Shakespeare and Watson (2002) dis-
cussed the complexity of disability and the need to look beyond the social 
model, and Barnes (2003) credited the work of UPIAS with politicizing dis-
ability and establishing emancipatory disability research similar to critical 
social research and participatory action research on issues of race, gender, 
and sexual orientation. Barnes (2003) noted that much of disability research 
has focused on “impairment, whether physical, sensory or intellectual,  [as] 
the primary cause of ‘disability’ and therefore [also] the diffi culties: eco-
nomic, political and cultural, encountered by people labelled ‘disabled’” (p. 
4). Implementing the Social Model of Disability: Theory and Research edited by 
Colin Barnes and Geof Mercer (2004) contains valuable chapters on theory 
and research related to the social model. 

A major development of CRPD was the shift from viewing disability as 
an issue for nations to address through social welfare programs to acknowl-
edging that disability is a human rights concern. Article 24 of the treaty estab-
lishes the rights of PWD to “adult education and lifelong learning without 
discrimination and on an equal basis with others” (United Nations, 2006, p. 
18). Despite a clear call for inclusion of PWD, factors that negatively affect 
implementation include the level of understanding of disability within soci-
ety, the presence of stereotypical views of disability, the lack of focus on the 
capabilities of PWD, and the history of disability legislation and education 
within individual nations. Adult education faces issues that are signifi cant to 
learners with disabilities, including the distribution of power, the ability to 
gain access, and the need for inclusion that establishes equity. 

Adult education focuses on seeing difference, recognizing its importance, 
and fi nding positives in interdependence where “one strives for individual 
needs alongside communitarian needs, where the community values, cele-
brates and responds energetically to diversity” (Goodley, 2011, p. 151); this 
is the description of inclusive education. Increasingly, literacy and numeracy 
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instruction, vocational education courses, programs for veterans, immigrant 
education, distance education opportunities, and higher education environ-
ments all serve learners with disabilities.

Patterson (2008) reviewed the weak literacy skills of PWD, the correla-
tion between learning disability in adults and low socioeconomic status, and 
adult literacy programs. Gregg (2007) noted the lack of success in schooling 
that results in fewer job opportunities, less opportunity for advancement, 
and lower socioeconomic status for PWD leading to a need for vocational 
training; he also discussed higher education’s failure to adequately address 
those needs. If a goal of adult education is to create a more equitable society 
by supporting marginalized groups, providing access to postsecondary edu-
cation that improves employability is important. Sandmann (2010) argued 
that earning a higher education degree can provide PWD with enhanced 
employment opportunities, increased standard of living, more signifi cant 
participation in civil society, and greater social mobility. Madaus, Miller, 
and Vance (2009) focused on veterans with both visible physical disabilities 
and invisible disabilities such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and 
depression. The rise in the number of individuals with learning disabilities 
and mental illnesses in postsecondary education (Hunt & Eisenberg, 2010; 
Madaus & Shaw, 2010) highlights invisible disabilities that need attention. 
Learning disabilities can also complicate immigrants’ ability to become fl uent 
in a new language. Lyman and Figgins (2005) explored power relationships 
and exclusion based on a lack of fl uency. The impairments of online learners 
may be invisible in distance education, but these students have increasingly 
turned to online courses because they offer unique opportunities. Bozkurt 
and colleagues (2015) noted the shift in views of distance learning toward 
general acceptance and mainstream participation so those with disabilities 
are now more likely to experience distance education. 

There is a need for inclusion of PWD in adult education in order to meet 
the goal of equity. Goodley (2011) states, “[d]isability and social justice meet 
at the crossroads of inclusive education” (p. 138). Adult education needs to 
embrace the position of the disability movement that demands that PWD 
be included whether by resisting disabling social structures or by improving 
learning for individuals with impairments.

Suggested Cross-References

For more information on concepts and ideas discussed in this article, please 
see the following articles in the compendium: 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 
18, 19, 25, 33, 35, 37, 42, 52, 54, 56, 57, 61, 70, 71, 80
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D I S TA N C E  E D U C AT I O N

Access for Success
Chère Campbell Gibson

Keywords: access, distance education, support, technology

 A teacher completes a print module from the African Leadership Insti-
tute at the University of South Africa. A mid-career professional 
fi nishes his fi nance degree via print, television, computer, audio-

conference, and face-to-face counseling at Anadolu University in Turkey. A 
working mother and engineer begins her online master’s degree in environ-
mental engineering from an American university. Whereas the subject matter 
and technologies differ across these examples, what they do have in common 
is an identifi ed need for education. They also highlight learners who need 
fl exibility in the time; place; and, sometimes, pace of their learning. 

Providing access to education and training at a distance has a long his-
tory from correspondence education to online programs of today, and there 
are many similarities. These include the following: needs identifi cation; audi-
ence analysis; program design and implementation with the technology(ies) 
in mind; evaluation of learner and program accomplishment; and support 
for learners, those teaching them, and the technology(ies), all considered in a 
systems approach to distance education (Moore & Kearsley, 2005).

A Need Emerges and Learner Analysis Begins

Once an identifi ed need emerges, careful analysis of the learners, including 
their lifestyle, employment, geographic location, available technologies, and 
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so on, is critical. Learners may be home-bound, work changing shifts, live 
miles from an educational institution, or travel for work, making routine 
attendance unlikely. Teaching at a distance may be indicated. If so, what 
technologies are available to prospective learners and what is their ability to 
use them? The Internet is not available everywhere nor do all learners have 
consistent access to and suffi cient expertise with computers. Other simpler 
and readily available technologies may be indicated. Careful consideration of 
the learners and their circumstances helps with decision-making regarding 
which technology(ies) to choose to provide access to content.

Team Design

Traditionally, subject matter specialists have created their educational programs 
by themselves, but once technology is incorporated to enhance access, new 
considerations emerge. Knowing the content and the audience is not enough 
to create that perfect educational experience. Even designing a series of learn-
ing units in print is enhanced by the design help of a person versed in the print 
medium, creating a style manual of fonts and formats, layouts for easy read-
ing, language usage for maximum comprehension, and so on. Adding video or 
interactive computer-based cases increases the need for technology expertise.

An instructional designer should be added when profi ciency in program 
design and teaching–learning is absent. This specialist can help with the 
design of the program in conjunction with a technology expert who knows 
the instructional potential of technologies and can help select and design 
with the instructional goals in mind. Together they can also select and design 
appropriate evaluations including learner assessment and program evalua-
tion. For those with limited funds, hiring part-time, short-term consultants 
works well and avoids the long-term staffi ng burden of a design team.

The Importance of Support

But having access to education is not suffi cient. Support for teachers, learn-
ers, and the technology(ies) is critical. Teaching at a distance for the fi rst time 
can be a challenge. Teaching with technology can be intimidating. Advanced 
training with the design team and a pilot test of both the course and the 
teacher with a small number of students becomes most instructive. The edu-
cational experience and instructional strategies can be modifi ed, if needed, 
before the formal program launch. And someone still needs to be available 
over time should the educator need additional help teaching or revising the 
educational experience.
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Learners also need support, including someone to call if they’re having 
trouble learning the material, staying motivated, accessing practice modules, 
interacting with others, or taking examinations. Can they contact an instruc-
tor or a fellow student for help? Learners become quickly discouraged if they 
are not making progress toward their learning goals. Maintaining motivation 
at a distance is a challenge and a variety of strategies from face-to-face meet-
ings, to audioconferences, to avatars interacting in virtual environments help 
support learner persistence (Lehman & Conceição, 2014). 

The technology also adds a support need. Support includes ensuring 
the technology is fully functioning, enabling learners to access content and 
interact with the content, the instructor, and fellow students, if an interactive 
medium is used. If the technology doesn’t work for them, they are not learn-
ing. Readily accessible technology support is critical, especially in the online 
environment where learners access content, interact with that content and 
other learners, as well as engage in assessment activities. 

Lastly, administrative support for distance education is invaluable. Being 
able to articulate the educational need and the rationale for the use of tech-
nology both to enable access generally and to convey the content specifi cally 
is critical. It’s only once that support has been achieved that the additional 
resources needed for design, delivery, evaluation, and support can really be 
assured (Berge, Gibson, & Gibson, 2011).

Access and Success

Adult education is important for so many, and for so many reasons. An 
understanding of the learners’ needs coupled with an understanding of their 
life circumstances may suggest offering programs at a distance. Taking a sys-
tems approach to the design, delivery, evaluation, support, and administra-
tion of these programs should ensure learners have both access to and success 
in any education or training program.

Suggested Cross-References

For more information on concepts and ideas discussed in this article, please 
see the following articles in the compendium: 26, 31, 35, 65
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Working to counter objective and distant social science approaches, 
Lewin (1946) introduced a more rigorous approach to designing 
social action that he named action research. He sought not only 

to study action in complex social situations but also to develop “experimen-
tal comparative studies of the effectiveness of various techniques of change” 
(Lewin, 1946, p. 37). In today’s context of global complexity and the preva-
lence of contestable and invalid information that often devalues indigenous 
and practical or tacit knowledge, action research offers a way to generate valid 
information that can advance both scholarship and community engagement. 

This article highlights action technologies (Brooks & Watkins, 1994), 
specifi cally community-engaged action research, as research methods con-
sistent with the values of adult education for knowledge creation and com-
munity empowerment, and to generate actionable knowledge for social 
responsibility and individual, community, and organizational development. 
This article provides an overview of principles and practices of two action 
technologies—action research and community-engaged scholarship—and 
their applications. Resources and examples are featured, including an inno-
vative model for doctoral research.
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Background: Action Technologies 

Action technologies refers to a family of research and evaluation method-
ologies that simultaneously pursue both action (intentional change) and 
research (learning and understanding; Brooks & Watkins, 1994). The term 
encompasses a variety of methodologies classifi ed according to their focus on 
research (action research), learning and individual development (action learn-
ing), or organizations or community (action science). All of these approaches 
involve a group of stakeholders similar to those convened in community 
engagement initiatives. The group helps to defi ne the problem of interest, 
determine and implement interventions, and interpret the data collected in 
an action research process. 

Each approach involves a cycling between action and refl ection or 
research. Coghlan and Brannick (2014) describe the action research cycle 
as constructing, planning action, taking action, and evaluating action. At 
the University of Georgia, we have developed an action research dissertation 
approach that produces both knowledge to inform action and rigorous data 
to inform scholarship. Its three steps are diagnosis, intervention, and evalu-
ation or inquiry. 

Diagnosis: Involves defining a stubborn problem in an adult education con-
text; action research is ideal for tackling problems for which there is no 
known solution. The action researcher convenes a team of key stakeholders 
with a shared investment in solving the problem. Evidence is collected to 
verify and clarify the nature of the problem. Collectively, the team and the 
action researcher define a course of action. 

Intervention: The course of action is often iterative, using cumulative or 
developmentally sequenced interventions. The team’s deliberations and the 
organization’s responses to the interventions are recorded to document the 
change as it is actually enacted. 

Evaluation: Interventions undertaken are evaluated both for efficacy in 
solving the problem and for unintended consequences. This data analysis 
can utilize theories related to the problem and adult education, or it can 
proceed more inductively. Findings that provide a solution for the organi-
zation may also contribute to refining theory.

Community-Engaged Scholarship

Another type of action technology, community-engaged scholarship, is based 
on the principles of community engagement and the civic and community- 
engagement movement. For its community engagement classifi cation, the 
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Carnegie Foundation defi nes community engagement as “collaboration between 
institutions of higher education and their larger communities (local, regional/
state, national, global) for the mutually benefi cial exchange of knowledge and 
resources in a context of partnership and reciprocity” (New England Resource 
Center for Higher Education, 2017, para. 1). Community- engaged scholar-
ship, then, involves collaborative inquiry between academics and practitioners 
or community members to cocreate knowledge through mutually benefi cial, 
reciprocal partnerships, and in practice, usually involves the integration of 
teaching, research, and service. Further, it leverages the partners’ different per-
spectives to generate useful organizational and social knowledge (Sandmann, 
Furco, & Adams, 2016). This research usually occurs in community settings, 
with both academics (faculty, professional staff, or students) and community 
constituents involved in problem identifi cation, research design, and imple-
mentation. Like action research, community-engaged scholarship can yield 
actionable knowledge (e.g., data for community decision-making, policy 
briefs) and scholarly products (e.g., academic journal articles, dissertations). 

Although differing in nuanced ways, community-based research or 
community- based participatory research (CBPR; Strand, Cutforth, Stoecker, 
Marullo, & Donohue, 2003) and actionable research (St. John, 2013) are also 
partnership-based approaches to scholarly inquiry that seek to equitably involve 
community members, organizational representatives, and researchers collabo-
rating in action research toward community empowerment and social change. 

Models of Practice

The following two examples, one about about community engaged scholar-
ship and one about an action research dissertation, help to explain distinctive 
features related to diagnosis, implementation, and evaluation for each exam-
ple. Comparative analysis of these two examples can help clarify similarities 
and differences related to such models.

Community-Engaged Scholarship—An Israeli Urban 
Regeneration Project

One challenge of community-engaged action research is the need to obtain 
genuinely reciprocal outcomes through authentically honoring the principles 
of democratic engagement (Sandmann & Kliewer, 2012). The following case 
illustrates a broad-based collaborative university–community partnership 
involved in iterative cycles of action and inquiry. This project built the local 
residents’ knowledge and capacity, documented institutional and student 
development and learning, and generated academic publications.  
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Diagnosis
Faculty and students at Tel-Aviv University worked with low-income 
residents in the Yaffo Gimel neighborhood of Jaffa on a three-year build-
ing renewal project (Tal, Fenster, & Kulka, 2015). The initiative evolved 
when university law clinic students helped residents of an urban regenera-
tion project by use of a multidisciplinary clinic supported by university 
entities in law, planning, and real estate. In addition, community actors 
included limited-resource residents, municipality offi cials, and a private 
developer. 

Interventions
The planning process was long and complicated, as it involved these multiple 
stakeholders. Major interventions included developing physical and social 
customized, nationally compliant plans that would add two fl oors and an 
elevator to the building; extending the existing apartments with a room to 
serve as the legally mandated security room; and preparing a social sustain-
ability appendix for the plan. The project also involved examination of rela-
tionships among participants and the linkage between theoretical material 
and fi eldwork.

Evaluation
The results? The planning academic supervisor considered it a “ground-
breaking project, also from the point of view of the planning institutions” 
(Tal et al., 2015, p. 83). The participants reported that the project provided 
“a successful model for realizing the construction rights incorporated in 
urban regeneration plans through an economically sound entrepreneurial 
initiative coupled with community-centered planning work” (pp. 82–83). 
The inquiry process of systematic and intentional self-refl ection was found 
to be critical for student learning, and also for the site-based supervisors and 
researchers as they retrospectively examined the project’s dilemmas and their 
activist roles. 

The Action Research Dissertation in Adult Education 

The University of Georgia faculty in the program for learning, leadership, 
and organizational development sought to develop a rigorous alternative for 
doctoral education in applied fi elds—one designed to innovatively develop 
scholar-leaders. This program’s signature pedagogy is an organizational action 
research approach that embodies core organizational change and learning 
paradigms that advance scholarly practice in adult education to culminate in a 
professional doctorate. Doctorate in education students engage organization 
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or community members as part of an action research team and facilitate a 
process of action and inquiry to address a challenge or opportunity. Mem-
bers collaboratively design, implement, and evaluate solutions (Brooks & 
Watkins, 1994; Coghlan & Brannick, 2014) as they work through multiple 
cycles of refl ection, planning, and action. Students  capture the amount and 
complexity of data in two chapters that discuss the fi ndings. One chapter 
includes a case study and discussion and another chapter explores “what was 
learned about the research questions, particularly about how well the theory 
guiding the work illuminated the problem” ( Watkins, Nicolaides, & Mar-
sick, 2016, p. 76). 

Community Leadership Program Planning in the Rural South: Severing the 
Ties that Bind Inclusion by Andrea Oates (2013) is one illustration of such a 
community-engaged action research dissertation. 

Diagnosis
This case study on the dynamics of a rural community leadership develop-
ment program planning initiative explored the importance of social capital 
as a key resource in resource-limited rural communities. Oates worked with a 
diverse group of community volunteers developing a community leadership 
program and investigating groundwork for its sustainability. 

Interventions
The process was tracked over a two-year period through participant observa-
tions, surveys, interviews, and a focus group. Problem diagnosis included an 
analysis of who was initially at the planning table with interventions includ-
ing recruitment and involvement of underrepresented stakeholders. The three 
action research cycles that occurred were characterized as conceptualization 
of the leadership program, actualization of planners, and formalization of 
partnerships or program. Through this process, planners made a critical deci-
sion to sever ties with an existing program hosted by a major stakeholder in 
order to create a broader-based, more inclusive program that better met the 
needs of the community at large.

Evaluation
Study of the process led to recognizing the importance of including multiple 
community organizational stakeholders and diverse community constituents 
and using fl at organizational structure, skilled facilitators, and intentional 
group dynamic techniques to foster the collective empowerment of diverse 
community planners. It was also found that, for rural communities, diversity 
and inclusion in program planning efforts are associated with program sus-
tainability. To date, the leadership program is going strong.
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Implications and Future Directions

Use of action technologies for research and evaluation still faces issues and 
implications for adult education practitioners, scholars (including graduate 
students), and policymakers. One overriding issue in academic settings is 
framing this methodology as quality scholarly work. Since Boyer’s (1990) 
Scholarship Reconsidered and the Carnegie Foundation’s establishment of its 
community engagement classifi cation (NERCHE, 2017), higher education 
institutions of all types have revised review, promotion, and tenure guidelines 
to include community-engaged scholarship as evidence of quality teaching 
and research. However, many higher education institutions still await the 
updating of policies, procedures, and practices to accommodate and reward 
collaborative community-engaged action research. 

The high level of skill required to implement these social action experi-
ments remains a challenge. Using such skill to engage stakeholders in these 
change efforts yields a process that develops all participants and leaves the 
organization with enhanced problem-solving capacity. Susman and Evered 
(1978) note that enacting action research develops competence “in inter-
pretation and judgment, in establishing problem-solving procedures, acting 
in contingent and uncertain situations” (p. 599). Like community-engaged 
scholarship partnerships, action research seeks to create greater capacity 
among all participants. Thus, action technologies now and going forward, 
specifi cally as community engaged action research, are worthy processes to 
enhance adult education’s commitment to and practice of knowledge crea-
tion in support of social, cultural, and organizational change. 

Suggested Cross-References

For more information on concepts and ideas discussed in this article, please 
see the following articles in the compendium: 7, 17, 28, 44, 52, 58, 59, 60, 
62, 64, 65, 66, 71, 76, 78, 79
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