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ABSTRACT:

This systematic literature review synthesizes empirical analyses and applications of
intersectionality in discussing disability in education. Even though intersectional
methodologies have gained increased attention during the last decade, disability has rarely
featured in these multi-axial analyses. The systematic review explores intersections of
disability with other axes of identity and social disadvantage concerning perceptions and
understandings of disability in education, experiences of ex/inclusion and educational
dis/advantage. The review addresses the following questions: What intersectional
dimensions of disability experience are explored? In what ways do students with
disabilities experience intersectional forms of discrimination and oppression? What
intersectionality-based education policy and practice implications are discussed in these
articles? The review's findings provide empirically tested insights into how the experience
of disability is interwoven with and compounded by other markers of difference, while
discussing implications for developing intersectionality-based policies and education
research.
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A systematic literature review of intersectionality and disability
in education

Introduction

Disability has been historically conceptualized and presented as a homogenized
experience shaped against individual pathology and mono-dimensional, normative and
reductionist understandings of disabled students’ identities (Shifrer and Frederick 2019).
This experience could be purportedly captured through objective methods of exploring
how disabled students experience difficulties in learning and social relations and how
schools and teachers could approprately respond to these difficulties. The quest for
inclusion has thus been informed by ‘a technical standpoint to effect change’ (Artiles
2020, 289) without interrogating how the experience of disability is implicated in social
injustices and power inequities at the intersections of various axes of social disadvantage
and stigmatized identities (Artiles 2020; Artiles and Kozleski 2016; Shifrer and Frederick
2019).

Even though inclusive education is premised on the values of equity and social justice,
inclusive education research has primarily focused on disability as a quintessential
ontology and not as a dimension of disabled students’ intersectional identities that are
morphed from the amalgamation of their racial/ethnic, gendered, sexual, classed and so
on characteristics and biographical experiences (BeSi¢ et al. 2020). The narrow focus on
disability can be attributed to the hegemonic role of ‘disability essentialism’ that promotes
unidimensional and deficit-oriented perspectives on the ‘lived’ experience of disability
that has been historically disassociated from other sources of social disadvantage and their
intersections (Frederick and Shifrer 2019; Goethals, De Schauwer, and Van Hove 2015).
The ‘canon of special education’ and its discursive underpinnings and materialisations
have failed, according to Herndndez-Saca, Kahn, and Cannon (2018, 306), ‘to take
advantage of the intersectionality framework given that they do not recognise social
identity markers or culturally responsive or sustaining pedagogy as relevant to teaching,
literacy, and learning and the nature of dis/ability’.

The concept of intersectionality was introduced by Crenshaw (1991) to investigate how
social identities are constituted at the crossroads of different forms of social disadvantage,
power inequities, oppression, and discrimination. Crenshaw exemplified the intertwined
and non-hierarchical gendered, raced, classed and sexuality dimensions of oppression and
prejudice that were not captured by existing legal frameworks that viewed race and gender



as distinct parameters. Intersectional methodologies offer new analytical tools to examine
how the vectors of power asymmetries and various axes of difference intersect with the
experience of disability to create simultaneous and overlapping forms of (under)privilege
and (dis)advantage.

An intersectional paradigm (re)frames disability as a politicized marker of difference
analogous to gendered, sexual, racial, and other ontological and biographical markers of
difference. This conceptual parallelism foregrounds the inherently social and political
character of the disability experience and its social justice foundations, that have long been
silenced in sociological analyses and research agendas aimed at challenging power
inequities on the grounds of disability (Frederick and Shifrer 2019). The endurance of
individual pathology epistemological and ontological framing of disability is partly the
result and the reason for the significant absence of disability from intersectional research
(Artiles 2013; Frederick and Shifrer 2019; Goethals, De Schauwer, and Van Hove 2015;
Nichols and Stahl 2019), as well as other disciplinary fields that excluded disability from
their analytical foci. Oliver and Singal (2017), for example, point to the lack of studies
that focus on immigrant students with disabilities due to the hegemony of ableist
discourses, that have been exclusively concerned with exploring the experiences of ‘abled-
bodied’ immigrants.

In a similar vein, Miller (2023) and Miller and Kurth (2022, 1362) highlight how
disabled girls of colour are ‘left out of educational research’, even though their unique
experiences of schooling at the crossroads of their multiple minoritized statuses can
inform the process of socially just educational reforms. Intersectionality has also been
conspicuously absent from disability studies (Frederick and Shifrer 2019) despite its
significance in galvanising the process of socially just ‘political and social change’
(Etherington and Baker 2018, 69).

Our systematic literature review synthesizes the findings of qualitative and qualitative
empirical studies published in the last ten years that explore intersections of disability with
other vectors of identity and social disadvantage concerning perceptions and
understandings of disability in education. Experiences of ex/inclusion and educational dis/
advantage, as well as other processes and aspects of schooling that affect how disabled
students are constructed, perceived and treated in schools. The review corpus included
studies published in peer-reviewed journals in English between 2013-2023 and adopted
an intra-categorical intersectional frame that focused on disability.

Given that it has been largely absent from intersectional analytical frameworks,
disability is placed at the epicentre of the analytical process to develop a nuanced
understanding of how disability and experiences of ‘disablism’ are ‘racialized, gendered,
and classed’ along with how ‘racial, gender and class difference have been pathologised
and conceived of as a “disability”” (James and Wu 2006, 8). Rendering disability, the
‘dominant identity marker’ of analysis at the crossroads of different minoritized social
identities can challenge reductionist understandings of disability solely framed against its
‘impairment effects’ while silencing the complex interplay between ‘impairment effects’,
‘disablism’ and ‘social conditions’ (Thomas 2013, 14). Disability-focused intersectional
analyses can shed light on how the power/knowledge couplet operates through
conceptualisations of impairment and disability and how both concepts ‘are thoroughly
intermeshed with the social conditions that bring them both into being and give them
meaning’ (Thomas 2007, 153).
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Search strings included the terms disability, intersection, schools, and education in their
title, abstract or keywords. The search was limited to studies conducted in schools and
other educational settings, such as special schools or related to educational phenomena.
(e.g. inclusion). The populations of interest were primary, middle, and high school
students or students attending postsecondary programs on a high school campus, as well
as other staff and stakeholders, including parents of students with disabilities.

The following research questions guided the systematic literature review:

* What intersectional dimensions of disability experience are explored?

* How do students with disabilities experience discrimination and exclusion based on
their intersectional social identities?

* What intersectionality-based education policy and practice implications are
discussed in these articles?

Method

A systematic literature review aims to provide a transparent and rigorous secondary-level
analysis (secondary research) by identifying, selecting, and critically evaluating a corpus
of empirical studies to address specific research questions (Newman et al. 2020). A
systematic review process also involves critically evaluating and synthesising findings to
inform policy, practice and potentially future research (Haddaway and Pullin 2014; Munn
et al. 2018). Even though it is erroneous to assume that there is a singular type of review
that can serve ‘all purposes and audiences’ (Hammersly, 2020, 36), the first step to a
review process is to establish criteria against which to decide what this corpus of studies
will include in terms of their content, publication date and methodological approach.

The application of systematic reviews in education has been criticized because they
exclusively included randomised controlled trial intervention studies (Nichols and Stahl
2019) despite a -limited number of controlled trials in education (Hammersley 2020).
Hence, it is essential to incorporate diverse methodological approaches, including
qualitative systemic reviews (Butler, Hall, and Copnell 2016). Even though qualitative
systematic reviews are still embryonic, they have increasingly become more prominent in
education (Hammersley 2020) and other disciplines such as health care and nursing
(Butler, Hall, and Copnell 2016; Toye et al. 2014). Incorporating diverse methodologies
in systematic reviews is even more imperative when researchers are also interested in the
methodological approaches adopted to empirically investigate a topic (Nichols and Stahl
2019). This pluralistic methodological interest is particularly relevant to systematic
reviews that focus on intersectionality, considering that there is a scarcity of quantitative
studies that adopt an intersectional perspective and even in these cases, the analyses are
not explicitly and adequately informed by and framed against an intersectional analytical
lens (Bowleg 2012; Else-Quest and Hyde 2016).

Generally, researchers adopt qualitative methodologies to investigate intersectionality
applications due to the challenges associated with the integration of the tenets of
intersectionality in quantitative research. This is coupled with the ability of qualitative
methods to capture the intricacies of social reality (Garcia and Zajicek 2022, 279).
Notwithstanding these considerations, intersectional researchers have progressively
recognised the value of quantitative intersectional research agendas (Shifrer 2023), not



only because of their methodological contribution to developing novel research designs
underpinned by intersectionality, (e.g. Hankivsky et al. 2014; Hankivsky and Cormier
2011) but also because they can provide an ‘empirical testing’ of intersectional theories
(e.g. Strid, Walby, and Armstrong 2013, 558).

Despite the disciplinary chasm in the methodologies described for systematic reviews
of qualitative and quantitative articles, as well as the lack of clarity in defining a
convergent approach (Goagoses and Koglin 2020), we opted for a ‘multi-arm review’
(Haddaway and Pullin 2014) or a mixed methods approach (Noyes et al. 2019) due the
limited number of qualitative studies on disability, education and intersectionality
identified during the first round of the review process. There are three different ways of
adopting a mixed approach methodology. In our case, we adopted a ‘data-based
convergent synthesis design’ and, more specifically, a ‘qualitised transformation method’
(Noyes et al. 2019, 9), according to which

The methodological differences between qualitative and quantitative studies are minimised
as both are viewed as producing findings that can be readily synthesised into one another
because they address the same research purpose and questions. Transformation involves
either turning qualitative data into quantitative (quantitising) or quantitative findings are
turned into qualitative (qualitising) to facilitate their integration (ibid, 9).

For critically appraising the quality of the peer-reviewed articles included in our review,
we used the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (2022), which is a tool for evaluating the
strengths and limitations of any research methodology and has been extensively used in
health and social care-related qualitative reviews (Butler, Hall, and Copnell 2016; Long,
French, and Brooks 2020). Appraising the quality of selected studies is a contested terrain
in many disciplines. This is especially the case for qualitative studies whose quality is
difficult to determine and agree upon due to the nature of the data collected, which is
contingent on and subject to interpretation (Hammersley 2020; Long, French, and Brooks
2020). It is not a coincidence that quantitative studies included detailed explanations of
potential threats to their internal and external validity (e.g. Besi¢, Paleczek, and Gasteiger-
Klicpera 2020b; Graham et al. 2023; King et al. 2018; Mendoza et al. 2020; Shifrer 2023),
while this was not the case with qualitative studies.

Even though there has been criticism levelled against the lack of objectivity in
systematic reviews (Haddaway and Pullin 2014; Morse 1997), their inability to identify
bias in primary studies included in the reviews (Fox 2017) and their limited role in
education policymaking (Greenhalgh and Malterud 2017), systematic reviews have
informed policymaking processes in a range of disciplinary fields, including ‘education,
social welfare, addiction services, and international development’ amongst others. (Fox
and Bero 2014, 262).

Data selection

Despite the lack of clarity and consensus on which search systems and bibliographic
databases are more suitable for systematic reviews, our choice was based on the perceived
ease of use and comparative strengths of available search engines and databases ‘to search
for and identify all available relevant research in a procedurally unbiased manner’ that
warrants the ‘review’s outcome, validity and explanatory power’ (Gusenbauer and
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Haddaway 2020, 181). The data selected for this study was obtained in two phases. The
first phase included using the PRIMO search engine, which provides library resources in
one easy-to-use interface. The search process yielded a small number of relevant articles,
so we extended the review timeline from five to ten years. We also used the SCOPUS
database, which the PRIMO search engine does not cover, providing extensive and
comprehensive content coverage through a single database (Pranckuté 2021). The
superiority of SCOPUS in yielding the highest number of relevant articles is also
evidenced in Bates et al.’s. (2017) study, that compared online search engines with
databases and Library and Information Science Abstracts (LISA) to document their
relative effectiveness, efficiency and precision in identifying all available relevant
research.

We started the review process by choosing keywords after selecting databases and
capitalizing on their relative strengths. To ensure the literature extracted from databases
was more comprehensive, we used the following strings: ‘Disability’ and ‘Intersection’
and ‘School OR Education’ from 2013-2023. After this, we further restricted our search
to peer-reviewed articles in English. Then we searched the strings under the title, abstract
and keywords in SCOPUS and keywords under ‘all fields’ in PRIMO (given that the
option of the title, abstract, and keywords was unavailable), which gave us the result of
195 and 607 articles, respectively. We extracted the dataset with bibliographic
information, titles, and abstracts of all documents. The combined database search followed
a snowball approach by reviewing the references of selected studies that yielded 40
relevant articles (Wohlin et al. 2022). To increase the review effectiveness, we adopted a
birds-eye view approach (Russell et al. 2010), screened all the records based on titles and
abstracts and selected based on our focus of enquiry, which, after screening 70 full-texts
of eligible articles yielded results of 14 and 9 documents, respectively. After removing 7
duplicates, the search yielded 17 articles in addition to 8 articles, which resulted from the
snowball approach, which increased the number of articles to 25 (See Table 1).

Using two search engines and, by implication, two independent search procedures
(Wohlin et al. 2022) ensured the ‘intra-rated’ reliability of the selection process, as several
duplicates of eligible articles reflected consistency in the selection process. Regarding this
process’s ‘inter-rated’ reliability, two coders were involved in the screening and data

Figure 1

A table of the articles reviewed, including author(s) and years of publication, purpose/aims,
methodological frameworks adopted, participants, grade levels and educational setting of the
article.

Author(s) Purpose/ai Methodolog Participants Grade
and year of | ms ical Framework level and
publication educational

setting
1 Wallace et To examine Interviews 16 Nine-
al 2019 the and three focus | Rwandan girls | year Basic
subjectivities group with Education
and lived | interviews disabilities, School
experiences of




girls with
disabilities
marginalised
on the grounds
of their gender,
class and
disability

Cahill,
2021

To examine
how  special
educational
needs (SEN)
and social
class can
become
intertwined in
post-primary
school choice
in Ireland.

Ethnographi
¢ study

Observation
s individual
semi-structured
interviews and
focus  group
interviews.

Students (n
= 30), parents
(n = 8) and
teachers (n =
8).

a DEIS
post-
primary
school

Waitoller et
al 2019

To examine
how Black and
Latinx parents
of students
with
disabilities
negotiated and
experienced
charter
school’s
neoliberal
practices,
which
disciplined,
managed, and
regulated
students’ social
differences

Interviews

observations

School
artefacts
website
information

and

24  Black
and Latinx
parents of
students with
disabilities

Charter
schools- s
of K-12
students
with
disabilities

Preece and
Lessner
Listiakova,
2021

To explore
the  families
living with
autism in rural
coastal areas of
England with
respect to their
daily lives and
their
interaction
with education
services

Semi-
structured
interviews

Grandparen
ts and young
people of
children from
21 families
living with
autism

Schools
and special
schools




Stutzman To explore Interviews Administrat a
& how teachers ors suburban
Lowenhaupt, | and (n4), ESL | school
2022 administrators teachers (n 3), | district
perceive their general
roles and the education
needs of teachers (n6),
students with special
disabilities educational
whose first needs teachers
language is not (n4)
English.
(USA)
(intersectio
n of special
education and
Els)
McGee, To examine eleventh High
M.G., 2014. the extent to Survey graders school
which completing the
disability Bivariate 2008 Oregon
status, alone | analyses Healthy Teen
and in survey (N =
combination 7,091)
with other
social
identities,  is
associated
with
differential
levels of
exposure  to
peer
victimization.
Oliver & To explore Exploratory 10 teachers Special
Singal, 2017 how migrant | visits to the | and parents of | school in
families’ school and | children with | the east of
interactions semi-structure | special England
with  schools | interviews educational
were  shaped needs
by
intersections

of disability,




migration,
social class
and gender.

Singh et al,
2021

To examine
the distribution
of students
among
different
school  types
based on cither
their  special
education
needs or their
(forced)
migration
background

Interviews

Seven
parents of
disabled
children from
a refugee
background as
well as
educational
experts  and
school
authorities

Different
school

types

Padia &
Traxler, 2021

To examine
how race,
ableism, and
documentation
status intersect
and shape the
acknowledgem
ent of which
bodies — with
which papers —
are rendered
deserving

Interviews
with  students
researcher
memos and
fieldnotes, and
researcher
reflections

Two
students

High
school

Besic¢ et al.
2020a

To  assess
general
public’s
attitudes
towards the
inclusion  of
Austrian  girls
with
disabilities as
well as of
refugee girls
with and
without
disabilities
into a
mainstream
primary school

Questionnai
res

1377
participants

(general
public)

Primary
school

Besicé et al
2020 b

To examine
general
public’s

Vignette
survey

Inclusio
n in
mainstream




attitudes questionnair 2307 primary
towards es participants schools.
inclusion differ (general

depending on public)

disability type

(physical

disability  vs.

behavioural

disorders),

refugee status

(Austrian  vs.

refugee child)

and gender,

Tefera and. To examine Interviews 11 district two
Fischman, citation rates and school | elementary
2020 and responses leaders, 8 | schools,

to citations for teachers, 5 | one middle
racial staff, and 6 | school, and
disproportiona students one  high
lity in special school
education

Tefera et al. To examine Mixed 30 Two
2023 the aftermath | methods educators, suburban

of citations for Descriptive | including school
racial analysis district  and | districts
disparities  in Interviews building
special Observation | leaders (n =
education and | s 11), teachers
discipline. Documentar | (n=8), staff (n
y analysis =5), and high

school

students (n =

6)

Collins et to examine Survey Black boys middle

al. 2023 the school with and | schools in a
climate state-wide without Southeaster
experiences of | data collection. | emotional and | n state in
Black boys behavioral the United
with and disorders States
without (N=16,031).
emotional and
behavioural
disorders  to
inform the

creation of safe




school

environments
Kangas, To examine Qualitative 10 focal K-5
2018 educational comparative teachers who | elementary
policy and | case study were school with
practice  for Observation | instructing at | a large
ELs with | s least one EL | population
disabilities, Interviews with a | of students
who represent Meetings, disability. with
the  minority | conversations, disabilities.
social and artifacts 23 key
categories  of school
L1 background professionals
and (dis)ability
Chatzithoc To examine Qualitative mainstre
hari and | disabled young | longitudinal 35 am English
Butler-Rees people’s study interviews secondary
2023 experiences of Interviews students in the | schools
stigma in the final year of
school at the compulsory
intersection of secondary
disability and schooling
social class (Year 11, 15—
16years
Gillborn To explore Interviews 77  Black state-
2015 how  racism middle-class maintained
intersects with parents  and | schools in
other aspects their children | England
of oppression
(especially
class and
gender) in the
processes
mediating the
meaning of
dis/ability in
schools.
Mendoza et To examine A cohort Public
al 2020 the longitudinal 928,940 schools
intersections design students
ofrace, gender, The sample | enrolled in the
and disability | was drawn | seventh grade.
in explaining | from three state
the risk for | and two
juvenile justice | national
contact databases.
Miller and To examine Interviews Six middle
Kurth, 2022 the disabled girls | and  high
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intersectional Classroom of color, ages | school in
educational observations 11 to 2lyears | the United
trajectories of Focus old States.
disabled girls | groups.
of colour School 5 teachers
artefacts
Shifrer To examine Survey 15,000 U.S. High
2023 differences in ninth graders Schools
ninth-grade
math  course
placement at
the
intersection of
adolescents’
learning
disability
status, race,
and
socioeconomic
status (SES).
King et al. To examine 11,364
2018 the Survey students ages high
intersections 14-18 (2015 | schools
of disabilities Youth Survey)
and students'
LGBQ status
and the risk of
experiencing
peer
victimization
and  suicidal
ideation
Graham et To examine Large Students in State
al. (2023) disproportiona | dataset analysis | Queensland schools
lity in school | of enrolment | state schools
for  students | and student (Short
with disability, | disciplinary suspensions,
Indigenous absence long
students and suspensions,
those living in exclusions and
out-of-home enrolments
care cancellations
for  calendar
years  2012-
2020
Hernandez- To Case study Two Seconda
Saca & Kahn | interrogate the | approach students with | ry schools
2019 intersectional disabilities




experiences of qualitative
two students | interdisciplinar
with y data
disabilities. collection and
analysis
methods
Adams & To examine Survey 23,903 high high

Roach 2023 how the school school
perceptions of students students in
school climate, a Georgia
specifically school
school district
relationships,
differ for
Black girls
with and
without an
individualized
education plan
(IEP) as
compared to
their peers

Miller 2023 | to examine Interviews Six middle

how textual, Classroom | disabled girls | and  high
spatial, and observations of color, ages | school in
technological Focus 11 to 2lyears | the United
supports f':“_"d groups. old States.
opportunities School
are afforded or artefacts 5 teachers (

constrained
from the
perspectives
and
experiences of
back girls with
disabilities

interviews+

observations)
4 teachers (

observations
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extraction process. The second coder was an experienced researcher from a different
disciplinary field, who was involved in the screening and data extraction process after
being briefed on the research focus and aims. The existence of review team members with
diverse expertise has been proven to enhance the quality of the review work (e.g.
Rethlefsen et al. 2015). The process involved searching for keywords identified in the
search terms.

Given the limited database, there were very few disagreements in the selection process.
Even though a consensus was reached after discussion that can allegedly minimise biased
and inconsistent coding (Ashton 2000 cited in Belur et al. 2021), the final decision was
based on our discretion and subjectivity, an endemic problem of systematic reviews
undermining their objectivity and replicability (Belur et al. 2021; Morse 1997). For
instance, there was a disagreement about whether an article exploring the general public’s
views on including refugee girls with disabilities could be part of the review process, given
that the participants were members of the public who did not have a direct link with
education and educational settings (Besi¢ et al. 2020a). After discussion, we decided that
the article should be included because it explores how refugee students with or without
disabilities are perceived and positioned in society and how these intersectional
perceptions and positionings influence their inclusion or exclusion prospects in education.
Two other qualitative studies were not included in the review (Hernandez-Saca and
Cannon 2019; Haegele, Yessick, and Zhu 2018) because of their retrospective analyses of
disabled adults’ experiences of how the intersections of their disabilities with other
minoritised statuses shaped their schooling experiences. Another study focused on
transition services to prepare students with disabilities for post-secondary education
(Hogan 2023) was also excluded because the scope of analysis was outside the remit of
primary and secondary education. Even though two studies reported on the same data
(Miller 2023; Miller and Kurth 2022), none were excluded as they had a slightly different
research focus and their empirical analyses were framed against different theoretical
perspectives explicitly referred to or underpinned by intersectionality.

These discussions enabled us to ‘share the mental schema’ that warrants consistency
and accuracy of coding, even though this is not always possible in systematic reviews,
mainly when, as in our case, coders differ in terms of their disciplinary background,
subject-specific knowledge base and personal views as well as by the ways our decision-
making process was skewed by the ‘learning’ and ‘fatigue’ effects. This phenomenon is
exacerbated when the focus of analysis is a complex social science topic, such as in our
case, intersectionality and disability in education, explored through a multi-perspectival
theoretical lens and a qualitative approach (Belur et al. 2021, 841-842).

The research questions drove inclusion and exclusion criteria that provided the ‘mental
schema’ for the screening and data extraction. Three exclusion criteria were adopted in
this review: (1) The article utilized an intersectional analytical framework but did not
focus on disability as the predominant marker of difference. (2) The article was limited to
a theoretical analysis of the intersection of disability with other markers of difference. (3)
The article did not focus on education and its primary and secondary phases (there were
many analyses focused on post-school, higher and further education that were excluded



from the review). Selecting suitable articles was a two-pronged process; First, we
eliminated articles that did not fall within the remit of education or were not directly linked
to our research focus. Second, the remaining articles’ abstracts were screened to determine
eligibility against inclusion and exclusion criteria and a full text was obtained to finalise
the screening process. 25 articles met our selection criteria and were included in the
review.

(see Figure 1).

The selection process was followed by a coding procedure that provided detailed
information about the study, its relevance and the quality of its research approach while
evaluating its findings and synthesising relevant information to address the research
questions (Newman et al. 2020). The analytical process was not a formalized and pre-
determined procedure. Instead, it was an iterative process of disentangling, elucidating,
and explaining complex phenomena to enhance understanding of the findings and their
implications for policy and professional practice (Hammersley 2020).

The findings of the different studies were juxtaposed, interrelated, and interconnected
to identify emerging themes, points of data convergence and divergence and to explore
novel analytical dimensions that can contribute to the development of new theoretical,
policy and practice-based perspectives. The synthesising process resembles the qualitative
data analysis (thematic analysis) approach undertaken in primary qualitative research
studies (Newman et al. 2020; Thomas and Harden 2008), a process that has been dubbed
as ‘a hermeneutic task’ rather than a standardized process of analysis (Hammersley 2020).

The credibility of the meta-synthesis of qualitative reviews has been questioned due to
how qualitative reviews are based on both original data and interpretations of this data,
thereby undermining analytical rigor. This problem can be mitigated when the
synthesizing process is firmly embedded in and informed by its empirical context (e.g.
research participants’ narrated experiences), while adhering to a three-staged approach
that consists of three consecutive yet reciprocally related and iterative stages of analysis.
The first step was to code the text while examining data for meaning and content across
articles. This was followed by developing descriptive themes to make sense of, categorize
and analyse data. This stage was proceeded by the generation of analytical themes, which
is the higher stage of the synthesizing process aimed at identifying points of convergence
and divergence amongst themes while developing overarching conceptual constructs and
themes that can lead to more abstract and sophisticated theorizations of the phenomenon
under investigation (Butler, Hall, and Copnell 2016).
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Figure 1. the Prisma statement.
Results/discussion

Intersections of disability with classed, raced, gendered and coloured experiences of
‘disablism’

Seventeen qualitative and eight quantitative empirical studies were identified that utilised
an intersectional prism to explore how disabilities intersect with other axes of difference
to create overlapping forms of social and educational disadvantage for students designated
as having special educational needs and/or disabilities. The intersectional research
paradigm brings to the fore the nexus of disability, power and identity that constructs and
projects ‘negative ontologies’ (Campbell 2005) that are subject to intersecting educational
inequalities and oppressive regimes. Even though these intersections were explored in
some articles without explicit and elaborated reference to intersectional theories and their
application in education (e.g. Cahill 2021; Stutzman and Lowenhaupt 2022), these articles
were not excluded from the review. This was because they consistently used the words
‘intersection’ and ‘intersectionality’ in their analysis and provided empirical insights into
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how the experience of disability intersects with other minoritized identities in primary and
secondary education. The strategic decision to include articles that explicitly referred to
the notion of ‘intersectionality’ aligns with Nichols’ and Stahl’s (2019, 1258) stance that
‘the explicit signalling of intersectionality makes a claim that it should be investigated’.
Language reflects and shapes ways of thinking and acting, and it is through language that
intersectionality unleashes its theoretical and analytical potential, to uncover compounded
inequities experienced by people who occupy more than one minority status.

Depending on the focus of the articles, intersectional insights were, in some cases,
supplemented with a range of critical theoretical perspectives to shed more light on the
structures of power that are played out and contribute to the cumulative and overlapping
forms of oppression and disadvantage experienced by disabled students (Adams and
Roach 2023; Collins et al. 2023; Gillborn 2015; Hernandez-Saca and Kahn 2019; Miller
2023; Miller and Kurth 2022; Padia and Traxler 2021 Tefera & Fischman, 2020; Wallace,
Karangwa, and Bayisenge 2019).

The qualitative studies under review predominantly used interviews, observations, and
educational artefacts (e.g. photovoices, cartography) to explore the perspectives and
experiences of students, education professionals, the public, and parents of disabled
children on how disabilities intersect with other markers of difference and social
disadvantage. Interview narratives provided fine-grained insights into how the educational
experiences and prospects of disabled students were shaped at the intersections of their
disabilities with other minoritised statuses and sources of disadvantage/underprivilege
(e.g. Miller 2023; Oliver and Singal 2017; Preece and Lessner Listiakova 2021; Stutzman
and Lowenhaupt 2022; Tefera & Fischman, 2020). In contrast, the quantitative studies
under review used data from extensive databases such as the US ninth graders from the
High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (Shifrer 2023) and suspensions in Queensland
State Schools 2016-2020 (Graham et al. 2023) to explore intersections of disability with
multiple social locations.

Centring disability at the core of multiaxial analytical frameworks informed by
intersectional theories, the articles under review elucidate the socially and culturally
constructed and mediated experience of disability. This experience is shaped against
students’ racial, social class, language and so on social characteristics and their
interactions with hierarchical social relations and macro socio-political dynamics linked
to ‘ableism’, ‘racism’, ‘white supremacy’, ‘patriarchy’, ‘sexism’, ‘classism’, ‘discourses
of masculinity’, ‘heteronormative discourse’ and other social norms and prejudiced
discourses.

Intersections of disability were explored in relation to migration, class and gender
(Oliver and Singal 2017), disability and forced immigration (Singh et al. 2021), disability,
immigration, language, race and citizenship/documentation status (Padia and Traxler
2021), disability and refugee status (Besi¢, Paleczek, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2020b; Besi¢
et al. 2020a) disproportionality in identification and discipline of students of color with
disabilities, intersections with socio-economic status, geography, race and language
(Tefera et al. 2023; Tefera & Fischman, 2020), disproportionality in suspensions of
students with disabilities. Indigenous students and students living in out-of-home care
(Graham et al. 2023), disability (emotional and behavioural disorders), gender,
race/colour, biased discipline practices and peer victimization (Collins et al. 2023) coupled
with suicidal ideation (King et al. 2018), disability (autism) and rural and coastal living



(Preece and Lessner Listiakova 2021), special educational needs and English language
learning (Kangas 2018; Stutzman and Lowenhaupt 2022), disability, gender and social
class (Wallace, Karangwa, and Bayisenge 2019), disability, gender and colour (Miller
2023; Miller and Kurth 2022) coupled with language use and sexuality (Herndndez-Saca
and Kahn 2019), disability, gender and race and disciplinary justice contact (Gillborn
2015; Mendoza et al. 2020), disability, race and capitalism (Waitoller, Nguyen, and Super
2019), disability, social class and educational experiences of stigma (Chatzitheochari &
Butler-Rees 2023), special educational needs, social class and post-primary educational
placements (Cahill 2021), learning difficulties, race, social class and disproportionality in
maths course placements (Shifrer 2023), disability (individual educational plans), gender
and colour (Adams and Roach 2023)

Intersectional dimensions of disabled students’ oppression and educational
disadvantage

The plural and divergent students’ minoritised identities emanating from diverse
combinations of identity makers and biographical experiences document the sheer
complexity and uniqueness of their ‘lived’ experiences of oppression. Students’
multifaceted and divergent subject positions are further compounded by varied contextual
and school-based dynamics that interact with and shape their social identities and context-
sensitive ‘lived’ experiences of oppression and stigma-induced social interactions and
attitudes. These experiences cannot be exposed unless we develop an informed
understanding of the racial, classed, and gendered dimensions of disability experience and
how these dimensions coalesce to create intersectional forms of oppression and
discrimination and increase a student’s likelihood of being pathologized and assigned a
disability label.

Intersections of disability and immigration status coupled with associated markers of
difference such as race, citizenship and language were discussed in three studies that
brought to the fore idiosyncratic dimensions of the intersectional forms of oppression and
educational disadvantage experienced by students living at these intersections (Oliver and
Singal 2017; Padia and Traxler 2021; Singh et al. 2021). Axes of difference that reinforce
experiences of oppression included students’ refugee and asylum statuses in addition to
their migrant status (Singh et al. 2021) as well as a ‘non-state conferred citizenship’ that
overrides the disabling effects of the combination of disability and immigration statuses
(Padia and Traxler 2021). For example, Padia and Traxler (2021) study highlights how
high school immigrant students with disabilities without nation-state-conferred
citizenship experience state violence through schooling that aggravates the experiences of
oppression linked to their migrant status and impairs their educational and, subsequently,
social mobility prospects. Paradoxically, as pointed out in the Oliver and Singal (2017)
study, the migrant status of disabled children seems to confer both privilege and
underprivilege in their host country due to the more pronounced forms of inequality
experienced in their countries of origin without, however, obscuring the compounded and
context-specific forms of educational and social disadvantage experienced by migrant-
disabled students in their host country.

Even though the paradoxical coexistence of privilege/underprivilege link to a social
identity marker was not evident about other minoritised statuses, the intersectional
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analytical lens provides evidence of how disabled students experience various degrees of
privilege/underprivilege depending on the combination of their minoritized identities.
Specific identity markers and their intersections positioned within and framed against
specific socio-cultural and educational contexts mitigated or exacerbated the risk of
experiencing oppression and discriminatory practices, thereby providing insights into the
socio-culturally mediated and context-sensitive nature of disability experience. The
contextually grounded and intersecting web of macro and micro dynamics impacting the
‘lived’ experience of disability across different educational contexts is, among other
things, manifested in how specific identities are minoritised in some contexts and not in
others. For example, exploring the experiences of black female disabled students differs
across contexts; colour is not depicted as a contributory factor to the intersectional
subordination experienced by black female students in an African context such as Rwanda
(Wallace, Karangwa, and Bayisenge 2019), while colour is a crucial axis of intersectional
oppression experienced by disabled female students of colour in a Western-centric
educational context such as the USA (Miller 2023; Miller and Kurth 2022).

Other identity markers that exacerbated experiences of oppression included gender
(female) and colour (black) (Miller 2023; Miller and Kurth 2022), disability, ethnicity,
language, sexuality, experiences of colonial mental health hegemony, bullying
(Hernandez-Saca and Kahn 2019) and disabled students’ residence in rural or coastal
localities that converged to compound their social and educational marginalisation.
(Preece and Lessner LiStiakova 2021). Three other studies (Kangas 2018; Oliver and
Singal 2017; Stutzman and Lowenhaupt 2022) explore how students’ disability and
migration nexus of oppression is further compounded when English is not their first
language and they do not receive, for example, the dual services (bilingual special
education services) they are legally entitled to. Migrant students’ minoritized language
status is also something that increases their risk of being identified as having special
education needs and disabilities due to a firmly entrenched preoccupation that disability-
related needs overshadow students’ second language needs. The conflation of students’
special education and language needs is accountable for the over-representation of
students for whom English is not their first language in special education categories due
to the lack of resources and culturally responsive instruction, as well as due to a firmly
entrenched preoccupation with the assumption that disability-related needs override
children’s second language needs. (Kangas 2018; Oliver and Singal 2017; Stutzman and
Lowenhaupt 2022). Disproportionality in disability identification and disparities in
discipline is also the result of educational professionals’ perceptions of disability (and its
disability-related labels), race and gender, and associated biases (e.g. racism) that impact
disciplinary decisions. Special educational needs assessment and identification
procedures, (e.g. Collins et al. 2023; Gillborn 2015; Mendoza et al.; Tefera et al. 2023) as
well as juvenile justice contact (Mendoza et al. 2020).

Social class power differentials and their impact on students’ disability-related
experiences, often mediated by neoliberal ideologies, were the analytical focus of three
studies that concentrated on the disability and social class nexus and their complex
interactions in conferring privilege/underprivilege (Cahill 2021; Tefera et al. 2023;
Waitoller, Nguyen, and Super 2019). The disability and social class dyad were also
explored alongside stigma to delineate how social class and type of disability determined
disabled students’ likelihood of experiencing stigma (Chatzitheochari & Butler-Rees,



2023) and its material ramifications in terms of the quality of the learning support they
received. The analytical edge was extended by incorporating students’ colour, race, and
spatial stratification to explain how these intersections are responsible for multiplied
marginalised students’ overrepresentation in disability identification, segregation, and
disciplinary action procedures (Gillborn 2015; Mendoza et al. 2020; Tefera et al. 2023).

Contrary to the common belief that qualitative intersectional analysis can provide more
nuanced analytical insights into the complexities of social life, intersectional analyses are
not linear; multiple minority statuses do not only act cumulatively and incrementally, but
their interaction is complex and unpredictable, and certain minority statuses might have a
more pronounced impact on students’ experiences of educational inequalities. Besic et al.
(2020a) quantitative analysis of disability, gender, and refugee status provides evidence to
suggest that attitudes towards the inclusion of certain groups of students at the
intersections of disability, gender and refugee status are contingent on how different
markers of difference are combined to construct and portray students’ identities. For
instance, it is empirically documented that a boy’s refugee status carries less stigma than
a disability label linked to behavioural difficulties (BeSi¢ et al. 2020a). The same applies
to refugee girls whose ‘behavioral disorders’ label results in more negative attitudes than
their ‘physical disability’ label, irrespective of their refugee status (Besi¢, Paleczek, and
Gasteiger-Klicpera 2020b). Given the intertwined nature of these intersections, the
‘disability effect’ could not be distinctly defined regarding how these students are
perceived and positioned, without considering the entanglement of their disability status
with other markers of difference (refugee status and gender).

The ‘disability effect’ is noticably missing from the empirically documented factors
that contribute to the poor maths outcomes of 9th-grade students with learning disabilities
in Shifrer’s (2023) analysis. Their poor outcomes are the result of the cumulative
disadvantage linked to students’ minoritised racial and socio-economic status, rather than
to disability-related inequities in transition to high school. Similarly, the disability effect
seems to be overridden by gender characteristics in Adams and Roach (2023) study
whereby Black girls with disability-related IEPs ranked their experiences of school
climate the lowest across all the three subscales, namely Cultural acceptance, Adult Social
Support and Peer Social Support. While black Girls without IEPs were ranked the lowest
in two of the three subscales, followed by Black boys with IEPs who were among the
lowest on only one subscale (Peer Social Support) These findings point to the imperative
of problematizing monolithic understandings of the ‘lived’ experience of disability based
on the experiences of middle-class White Children with disabilities. The homogenisation
of disability experience silences how disabled students’ identities are marked by other
minoritised statuses, that occasionally obliterate the ‘disability effect’ element, exacerbate
and compound the forms of social and educational disadvantage experienced by this group
of students (Besi¢, Paleczek, and Gasteiger-Klicpera 2020b; Shifrer 2023).

Educational professionals’ biased disciplinary decisions that could lead to juvenile
justice contact are also contingent on the variegated intersections of students’ disability,
gender, and racial characteristics. Interestingly, even though female students are in general
less likely to experience juvenile justice contact, female students designated as having
Emotional and Behavioural Difficulties (EBD) are more likely to encounter juvenile
justice than their male counterparts. This is due to their perceived transgression of societal
gender norms and expectations for behavioural etiquette (Mendoza et al. 2020). The same
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stigma-induced disproportionality applies to black boys with EBD (Collins et al. 2023)
and disabled sexual minority males (McGee 2014), who experience higher levels of peer
victimisation in comparison with other groups of disabled students. Greater levels of peer
victimisation can also lead to higher levels of suicidal ideation for disabled students who
identify as nonheterosexual (King et al. 2018). Disproportionality in suspensions is also
higher for disabled Indigenous students living in out-of-home care, whereby disability-
especially Socio-Emotional disability — is the common underlying factor, that increases
the risk and frequency of suspensions across different combinations of minority statuses
(Graham et al. 2023).

These intersectional analytical insights explain how disabled students’ schooling
experiences are mediated by and morphed against a complex, context-sensitive and
interactive web of power differentials stemming from the multiplicity and combinations
of their social and disability identities, the subordinated and stigmatised subject positions
associated with them. Even though students’ disability status and the ‘disability effects’
associated with it are a significant source of educational disadvantage- especially
concerning the substandard level of support they received and the negative social
responses they experienced these adverse conditions are exacerbated by students’ class-
based, racial, linguistic, and spatial and social characteristics along with their complex
interactions with educational processes, organisational structures and ideological regimes.
Discourses of ‘disability as [negatively perceived] difference’ are thus intensified by
stereotypical constructions of students’ racial/ ethnic, linguistic, gendered, and other
characteristics that are responsible for disabled students’ intersectional subordination.
Hence, even though disability constitutes a shared minoritized status that results in the
marginalization and limited accessibility to resources and social spaces, these experiences
are further compounded by the intersectional effects of other marginal identities that are
thought to deviate from raced, gendered, classed and other ‘norms’ (e.g. Collins et al.
2023; Hernandez-Saca and Kahn 2019; Miller and Kurth 2022; Waitoller, Nguyen, and
Super 2019).

Intersectionality-based education policy and practice implications

The papers under review lend empirical support to the imperative of exploring and
problematizing how students with disabilities and their multiple stigmatized identities are
portrayed and positioned in schools and how these framings have an impact on their
educational experiences, access, and success in education (e.g. Miller 2023; Stutzman and
Lowenhaupt 2022; Tefera & Fischman, 2020). All studies are explicit about how injustices
based on disability and its intersections with race, language, social class, ‘spatial’ othering,
stigma, and bigotry jeopardise the educational experiences of students with disabilities or
contribute to the constitution of their ‘disability identities’ and the negative connotations
associated with them.

The findings highlight the need to target the structural and ideological antecedents and
power asymmetries of these educational injustices and human rights violations (e.g.
discourses of normality, biased disability identification processes and disciplinary
practices, segregation within the community, and negative social responses). This equity-
oriented educational pursuit requires schools to develop the capacity to meet the needs
and promote the rights of disabled children at critical intersections to tease out, lessen the



matrix of power and stigma-induced attitudes endemic in both schools and communities
that create barriers to their learning, socio-emotional development and equitable and non-
discriminatory participation in education (e.g. Besi¢, Paleczek, and Gasteiger-Klicpera
2020b; Carey, Yee, and DeMatthews 2018; Chatzitheochari & Butler-Rees, 2023; Collins
et al. 2023, McGee 2014; Kangas 2018; Mendoza et al. 2020Tefera et al. 2023; Stutzman
and Lowenhaupt 2022; Tefera and Fischman, 2020).

To this end, educational professionals and policymakers should develop an informed
understanding of the role and value of intersectionality in understanding and mitigating
the vectors of power that plague the lives and educational trajectories of disabled students
at the intersections of various markers of difference and minoritised identities. It is
necessary, for example, to disentangle the frequent blurring of language problems with
learning problems and to create school and community networks to support migrant
students with disabilities (Kangas 2018; Oliver and Singal 2017; Stutzman and
Lowenhaupt 2022). This can be achieved by ensuring that school curricula and
pedagogies, assessment procedures and co-teaching practices, as well as teacher training
and educational leadership programs incorporate insights from bilingual special education
research and scholarship to develop educational professionals’ knowledge and expertise
to distinguish disability-related and language needs and to address students’ compounded
needs at the critical intersections of disability and minoritised languages linked to racial,
classed and immigrant and refugee student identities (Kangas 2018; Stutzman and
Lowenhaupt 2022; Tefera et al. 2023). Intersectional thinking should also be firmly
embedded in multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS). data-driven decision-making
processes to dismantle inequitable, oppressive school cultures, practices to provide safe
and equitable spaces for multiplied marginalised disabled students (Collins et al. 2023;
Graham et al. 2023) and in other targeted school-based interventions to address peer
victimisation and to foster more inclusive school communities (Adams and Roach 2023;
King et al. 2018).

The analytical edge also highlights the role of schools, professionals in problematising
and dismantling the multiplicity of ‘discourses of difference’ and professional biases and
exclusionary matrices that converge to construct inferior and abnormal student identities
at critical, albeit often neglected intersections (e.g. Collins et al. 2023; Gillborn 2015;
Hernandez-Saca and Kahn 2019; Mendoza et al.; Tefera et al. 2023). Students with
disabilities with minoritised race/colour language, sexual identities, impoverished spatial,
material backgrounds experience varying degrees, facets of oppression, discrimination
due to social and educational constructions of different kinds of ‘normality’ that give rise
to and are the outcome teachers’ bigoted attitudes and discriminatory regimes. This
interactive web is also responsible for racial disproportionality in special education that
results from deeply ingrained ideologies of racism, white supremacy and their reification
through educational processes and discriminatory regimes (Collins et al. 2023; Tefera et
al. 2023; Tefera & Fischman, 2020).

In parallel, some studies bring to the fore the critical dimensions of intersectional
thinking by highlighting the necessity of developing multiply marginalised disabled
students’ ‘critical consciousness’ to create active forms of resistance, by interrogating,
dismantling power imbalances and discriminatory regimes that lead to their intersectional
oppression and subordination (Carey, Yee, and DeMatthews 2018; Wallace, Karangwa,
and Bayisenge 2019). For instance, Wallace, Karangwa, and Bayisenge (2019) document
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how female disabled students are conscious of the existence of gendered structures of
power imbalances among young people with disabilities and articulate their determination
to mobilise forms of resistance to masculine domination. This can be achieved by
developing policies and other system-wide initiatives focusing on girls with disabilities to
empower them to experience their schooling positively (Adams and Roach 2023; Wallace
etal., 2019).

Further, the analysis underscores the role of the communities within which schools are
located and how community-based discourses of normality, spatial and social othering are
reproduced in schools. The intersectional vectors of power that were implicated in the
exclusionary and stigmatising practices directed to disabled students located at
minoritised social locations, their educational, social ramifications highlight the value of
forging constructive links with the community to enhance the availability and accessibility
of educational, specialist and support services, amongst others, and to ameliorate social
disadvantage within communities that oppress disabled students and contribute to their
poly-victimisation (e.g. Padia and Traxler 2021; Tefera et al. 2023). For example, Tefera
et al. (2023) analysis explicates how racial segregation within the community is replicated
in schools through the rhetoric of inclusive education and the right of each child to attend
their neighbourhood schools (residential areas of white families versus residential areas
of black families).

In addition to the importance attributed to the pragmatic and critical dimensions of
intersectionality-based policies and interventions, the analytical edge highlights the
imperative of creating trauma-sensitive schools that recognise and respond to how
students at the intersections of disability and other minoritised statuses have experienced
traumatising conditions. Culturally responsive and inclusive pedagogies should be
enacted in parallel with trauma-informed approaches to address how students’ needs
proliferate and are confounded by increasing intersectionality. ‘Forced immigration’ and
‘living in out-of-home care’, for instance, can have traumatizing effects on affected
children with or without disabilities, an empirically validated causal link that needs to
inform the development of a trauma-informed approach in combination with inclusive and
culturally responsive practice (Graham et al. 2023; Singh et al. 2021). This approach
recognises and responds to how students at the intersections of disability, power inequities
and human rights violations have experienced traumatising conditions that might have
created, exacerbated, and compounded their disabilities. These analyses illustrate the
entwined nature of disability, intersectionality, trauma and document how disabled
students experience the traumatizing effects of racism, sexism, classism, and other sources
of social disadvantage linked to the plurality of their biographical identities and the
varying social locations of privilege/underprivilege associated with them. Educational,
social, and other related policy developments, as well as anti-discrimination legislation,
should thus be underpinned by an intersectional and trauma-informed paradigm to address
the simultaneous discrimination, trauma and oppression that is experienced by disabled
students who are defined as members of more than one minority group.

Conclusions and future research

Studies adopting an intersectional lens in education can delineate how disabled students,
who are located at the intersection of more than one minoritized status, experience



educational injustices. As rightly suggested by Mueller, Forber-Pratt, and Sriken (2019,
709): ‘Ignoring the systematic and intertwined roles of ableism and intersectionality
further perpetuates the status quo of oppression’. These empirical insights can inform the
development and implementation of policies and practices that meet disabled students’
multiple needs while informing the processes and outcomes of equity-oriented educational
reforms (Carey, Yee, and DeMatthews 2018; Hernadez-Saca et al. 2018).

The systematic review has provided empirically validated insights into how disability
intersections have been explored and theorised in the context of education. The
educational experiences and learning opportunities of disabled students are shaped across
multiple intersections, which have varied degrees of causal effects on the ‘lived’
experience of disability as different forms of oppression and discrimination are
reciprocally reinforcing. Thereby pointing to the need to be concurrently dealt with in both
theoretical and practical terms. These considerations should be firmly embedded in
policies, professional practices, and culturally relevant intersectionality-responsive
teacher training programs that acknowledge and address the nexus of disability and
intersectionality and their impact on how disabled students experience schooling.
Intersectionality in policy safeguards disabled students’ human rights by recognising that
their needs are contingent on the multiplicity of their ‘identities’ that cut across varied
markers of difference (Bowen et al. 2019).

An intersectional paradigm constitutes an indispensable element of ‘good quality
policy’ to address the ‘mutually shaping’ effects of multiple inequalities across various
socio-temporal locations of power (Strid, Walby, and Armstrong 2013). Such an
acknowledgement highlights the necessity of promoting an intersectionality-based policy
analysis framework (IBPA) to understand the educational and social trajectories of
disabled students, that are entangled with and emanate from classed, raced, and other
sources of social and educational disadvantage (Bowen et al. 2019; Liasidou 2013, 2016,
2022; Williamson and Qureshi 2015).

An IBPA-based policy analysis framework has emancipatory and transformative
potential by exposing the limitations of existing policies and mobilizing the development
of intersectional legislative, anti-discrimination and policy approaches (Clark, 2012;
Hankivsky et al. 2014). In order to address the simultaneous and overlapping forms of
oppression experienced by ‘multiply marginalized students’ with disabilities (Elder and
Migliarini 2020, 1856). This transformative process also involves developing an informed
understanding of the political nature of disability experience, that requires sociopolitical
interventions and a critical evaluation and consideration of the priorities of education
systems and their ‘commitment to ending racism, heterosexism, homophobia and
prejudice against disabled people’ (Goodley 2011, xi).

Without losing sight of how the broader societal context within which schools are
embedded can undermine school efforts to empower students and redress gross
inequalities and discrimination, an intersectionality-based approach highlights the
mediating role that schools can play in alleviating broader social inequalities,
discrimination, and social exclusion. However, this equity-oriented quest has challenges,
given how ableism also intersects with neoliberal education governance, as some studies
explicitly signalled (e.g. Collins et al. 2023; Waitoller, Nguyen, and Super 2019).
‘Neoliberal-ableism’ is responsible for creating a matrix of power that emanates from and
is premised on the expectation that students should approximate abled-bodied, white, and
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middle-class norms that undergird constructions of the ‘ideal student’ conjured up as a
productive, entrepreneurial, and autonomous subject who can add positive value to
schools’ market-oriented pursuits.

Despite the emancipatory potential of intersectional theoretical frameworks and
research agendas to facilitate the process of equity-oriented change, disabled students’ ¢
have been largely missing from these empirical studies. Even though the views and
experiences of parents and other educational stakeholders were extensively captured, there
were only eight empirical studies that included direct reports from disabled students
(Cahill 2021; Chatzitheohari & Bultrer-Rees, 2023; Collins et al. 2023; Herndndez-Saca
and Kahn 2019; Miller 2023; Miller and Kurth 2022; Preece and Lessner Listiakova 2021;
Wallace, Karangwa, and Bayisenge 2019). The absence of students’ voices can be
attributed to the ethical challenges inherent in empirical studies that include children,
especially when investigating sensitive and potentially trauma-induced topics (e.g. Singh
et al. 2021). Capturing students’ voices can provide valuable empirical insights into how
their schooling experiences are moulded from their intersectional subordination and the
vectors of power that are implicated in the construction of privileged/underprivileged
educational identities to address ‘the divide that often manifests between the professional
and lived experience’ (Hernandez-Saca, Kahn, and Cannon 2018, 305). In doing so, ‘we
can better affect transformational change in schools as well as support individual students’
(ibid, 290).

Further research on disability and intersectionality in education should also focus on
exploring under-researched dimensions of disability experience, such as the intersections
of disability with sexual orientation and religious associations that can play an equally
significant role in affecting disabled students’ experiences in education. These identity
markers influence how disabled students with these minoritized identities (e.g. wearing a
religious symbol or/and transcending heteronormative norms and discourses of
masculinity) are either valued or devalued by their peers and educational professionals
(Carey, Yee, and DeMatthews 2018).

In parallel, intersectional studies are necessary for understanding non-disabled
children’s biases related to the intersections of disability and race as well as other markers
of difference. Empirical studies have hitherto focused on using interviews, observations,
and questionnaires to explore non-disabled children’s awareness and attitudes towards
disability or race without considering the interwoven nature of ability and whiteness.
These dichotomous analytical insights silence, according to Beneke (2021, 98), ‘how
young children build and act on conceptualisations of disability and race through
interactions in early childhood institutions in which disability and race have been
constructed and mobilized intersectionality, compounding oppression for disabled
Children of Color...’

These nuanced empirical insights attest to the imperative of educating educational
professionals to develop an empirically validated understanding of ‘the intersectional
complexity inherent in individuals’ lives’ (Carey, Yee, and DeMatthews 2018, 112) as an
antidote to reductionist and deficit-oriented understandings of students’ biological and
biographical characteristics. Research on intersectionality should be seen as a means of
evidence-based policymaking and raising awareness (Dacaki, et al. 2013, 16).
Intersectionality constitutes an awareness-raising theoretical, political, and pedagogical
tool to advance plural understandings of disabled students’ ‘intersectional complexity’.



This complexity should be more vigorously explored in research agendas in education to
develop an empirically grounded understanding of the intersectional forms of oppression
and social disadvantage- linked to oppressive and discriminatory social and educational
milieu- that can create, compound, and exacerbate disabilities and special educational
needs (Liasidou 2022). These research agendas can be expanded upon and diversified
through interdisciplinary collaborations with researchers from different social science
backgrounds to empirically investigate under-researched areas of disability and
intersecting marginalities (Preece and Lessner Listiakova 2021).
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