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activism as a form of caring: disabled students’
activism to refuse ableism in higher education
institutions

Francesca Peruzzo

Here I present some reflections from a project done at the onset of the pandemic when disabled
students in the United Kingdom began to organise themselves in an umbrella organisation called
‘Disabled Students UK’ to fight against persistent marginalisation and endemic ableism in higher
education. Disabled student officers, employed or volunteering in university student unions,
describe to me and a colleague (Rille Raaper) their experiences and accounts of higher education,
exposing the violence of neoliberal policies and the damage that its performative and economic
aims were having on the disabled students’ population. While denouncing and actively fighting
against ableism in institutional and individual practices, disabled students showed the importance
of nurturing the relationship that exists between the individual and the community in constituting
disability activism and disabled activists. Their activism lays the groundwork for a higher
education system rooted in justice, care, and accessibility.
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Introduction

I click on the Zoom link to connect to the online session in which Disabled Students UK (DSUK)
will launch their 2024 Access Insight report, going through the major findings from the biggest
disabled students survey ever conducted across British higher education institutions. After a few
seconds in the lobby, I am let into the online meeting, alongside many other people. Some videos
are on, others not, some microphones are muted, whilst others are open, and people are chatting.
Mette Anwar-Westander, the founding director and CEO of DSUK, welcomes everyone and invites
the attendees to wait for an additional five minutes to make sure all people who have signed up for
the event have the time to log in and make themselves comfortable before starting the launch. They
then begin to talk, introducing themselves and describing how they look like, their background, and
stating their positionality, making sure that their presentation is accessible to blind and visually
impaired participants. Once they start sharing their screen to show the slides supporting the
presentation, one of the participants warns them that the British Sign Language interpreter cannot
be seen on the screen. Before sorting the logistical problem, another ten minutes go by. Only when
the problem is solved, the launch goes ahead.

The presentation of the report highlights persisting disparities and discrimination against disabled
students in the UK higher education. The 2024 Access Insights Report shows how disabled students
are still falling behind their non-disabled peers, with only 37% of disabled students seeing their
rightful support (reasonable adjustments) implemented in 2024, out of 97% submitting evidence
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towards it. The presentation focuses on the necessity and importance of listening to disabled
students’ experiences, embedding their wisdom in policy-making and academic practices and it ends
with this (amongst others) question: How can you use the statistics in your own activism?

This question was used as a prompt to stimulate a debate among the participants, mostly students, to
come up with concrete actions that could promote, enable and enact more equitable and inclusive
practices in UK higher education, to inform policy at a higher level. It sought to provide an
evidence-based approach to disabled students’ processes of discrimination, speaking the language of
accountability in an increasingly performative and neoliberal university (Peruzzo & Raaper, 2023).

Yet the care, the relativity of time and the active sabotaging of a fixed event schedule to make sure
that everyone would be included in the launch of the report, are examples of different regimes of
practices, the ‘active’ and activist practising of inclusion. In this short paper, I would like to present
disabled students’ activism as a necessary response to the exclusionary and ableist practices of a
neoliberal university as well as an example, of a pocket of socially just practices that can actively
enable more caring and inclusive ways of doing and being in higher education.

This paper emerges from a qualitative research project conducted between 2020 and 2021 during
the COVID-19 pandemic, a moment that intensified both the precarity and activism of disabled
students in the United Kingdom. The research involved in-depth, semi-structured online interviews
with eight disabled student officers. These participants, affiliated either with DSUK or active within
their institutional student unions, reflected on their lived experiences of ableism in higher education
and described the diverse ways they engaged in activist work.

Theoretically, this study drew on critical disability studies, Foucauldian notions of subjectivity and
ethics of care (Foucault, 2000; Ball, 2015; Ball & Olmedo, 2013), and post-structural critiques of
neoliberal education governance (Goodley, 2016; Peruzzo & Raaper, 2023). We understand
activism not simply as protest or public mobilisation but as encompassing relational, embodied, and
slow practices that are both personal and political. Our methodological approach was qualitative,
narrative, and collaborative, seeking to honour participants’ reflexive engagement with their own
activism. The research aimed to explore the specific strategies disabled student officers use to resist
exclusionary institutional practices, and how they cultivate alternative imaginaries of care and
justice within the neoliberal university.

I write this paper from a situated position as a critical disability studies scholar and disabled people’s
ally, committed to educational equity and inclusion. While my primary role in this research is
academic, I acknowledge the activist orientation of this work and the deep responsibility I feel to
the communities and movements I am learning from. My engagement with disabled students and
organisations like DSUK is informed by feminist and decolonial research ethics that emphasise co-
production, solidarity, and reflexivity. This piece reflects a commitment to challenging ableism not
only analytically but also structurally and affectively. As Sara Ahmed (2021) points out, institutions
often resist transformation, and acts of complaint, either through formal channels or activist
resistance, are themselves forms of institutional labour. The students in this study carry that labour,
confronting ableism not only by navigating hostile systems but by making space for different ways
of being.

The ‘neoliberal university’, as discussed here, refers to a modality of governing higher education that
is shaped by market logics, managerialism, and individualised performance metrics. It is
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characterised by an emphasis on competition, speed, audit, and efficiency, often at the expense of
inclusion, care, and relationality (Ball, 2015; Borrelli et al., 2019). Within this context, disabled
students are often required to conform to norms of able-bodied productivity while navigating
inaccessible systems and limited accommodations.

The concept of ‘slow activism’, central to this paper, refers to forms of resistance that are relational,
process-oriented, and rooted in care. Rather than relying on visibility, confrontation, or rapid
outcomes, slow activism unfolds through practices such as building community, storytelling, mutual
aid, artistic expression, and intentional deceleration. These are activist strategies that prioritise
sustainability, accessibility, and emotional labour, often practiced in ways that remain under-
recognised in dominant academic or political narratives (Kimball et al., 2016; Leigh & Brown,
2020). Drawing from Akemi Nishida’s (2022) work on ‘just care’, this form of activism is deeply
relational, operating within and against systems of oppression that demand speed and disconnection.
Disabled students’ acts of care are not supplementary to their resistance, they are the resistance.

In what follows, I present an account of disabled students’ activism as both a response to systemic
ableism and as a form of caring labour that reconfigures what activism looks and feels like within
higher education. These students are not only resisting oppressive norms, they are actively enacting
alternative futures for a more just and inclusive university.

An Ableist Institution: Higher Education in Neoliberal Times

Ableism refers to the systemic marginalisation of disabled people and the cultural framing of
disability as an undesirable or abnormal condition. It is embedded in societal norms that privilege
able-bodiedness and neurotypicality, operating in tandem with other axes of oppression such as race,
class, gender, and sexuality. As a discourse, ableism works through visible and invisible
mechanisms: from discriminatory policies to everyday assumptions about competence, productivity,
and normalcy (Campbell, 2009; Wolbring, 2008). It constructs disability not as a natural aspect of
human variation but as a deviation to be corrected or contained, sustaining inequality across all areas
of life, including education, employment, housing, healthcare, and public life (Dolmage, 2017).

Within modern institutions like universities, ableism is not incidental, it is structural. Following a
Foucauldian analysis, disability is constructed through discourses that classify and regulate bodies
based on their perceived utility and productivity (Foucault, 1975). Higher education, rather than
resisting these logics, often upholds and legitimises them. Despite claims of equity and inclusion,
the university system continues to view disability through a medical lens, treating it as an individual
deficit that must be managed through accommodations rather than addressing the institutional
barriers that create exclusion in the first place (Goodley, 2016).

These intersecting inequalities are compounded by rigid academic expectations that valorise speed,
output, and cognitive exceptionalism, standards that exclude many ways of knowing, being, and
learning (Titchkosky, 2011). Even when access measures exist, they are frequently framed through
the accommodation model, which treats accessibility as an add-on rather than a foundational
principle. This model typically requires disabled students and staff to provide formal documentation
to receive support, reinforcing the notion that disability is a personal problem, rather than a
systemic failure of inclusion. Instead of transforming the environment to be universally accessible,
the onus remains on the individual to adapt (Dolmage, 2017). As Hamraie (2017) argues, these
reactive practices entrench exclusion by normalising environments that continue to cater to a narrow
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vision of the ideal student or academic, performative, able-bodied, able-minded, white, man and
upper or middle-class (Borrelli et al., 2019).

The persistence of ableism in higher education is inseparable from broader neoliberal and
Eurocentric frameworks that dominate academia. These frameworks privilege individualism,
competition, and quantifiable performance over community, care, and epistemic diversity
(Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009). Success is measured by standards that leave little room for
disabled scholars and students, especially those whose lives and learning do not align with
institutional norms. Under the current global emphasis on market-driven education, universities are
incentivised to prioritise metrics and rankings over accessibility and justice (Peruzzo, 2022). As a
result, disabled individuals are not just expected to navigate inaccessible systems but also to reshape
themselves in line with the university’s expectations, often at the cost of their health, identity, and
autonomy. The logic is clear: access is conditional, inclusion is limited, and success is predicated on
conformity. But critical disability scholarship urges us to challenge this logic, to move beyond
accommodation, and to fundamentally reimagine higher education as a space that recognises
disability not as a deficit, but as a vital and generative aspect of human diversity.

Disabled Students and Caring Activism: Another Higher Education is Possible

DSUK were established within this grim context. They describe themselves as ‘a community
research organisation run by current and former disabled students. We share disabled students’
insights to inform policy and improve accessibility in Higher Education’ [1]. They know that they
stand on the shoulders of important figures in disability activism in the Anglo-Saxon world, both in
the United Kingdom and the United States. Disabled people, in both the United States and England,
have historically actively resisted the exclusionary structures of higher education and challenged its
discriminatory practices. In the U.S., figures like Ed Roberts and the Rolling Quads led
groundbreaking efforts during the 1960s and 70s to transform university campuses into more
accessible environments. Their activism played a crucial role in the eventual passage of Section 504
of the Rehabilitation Act in 1973, the first federal legislation prohibiting disability-based
discrimination (Danforth, 2018). Meanwhile, in England, movements such as the Union of the
Physically Impaired Against Segregation, alongside influential disabled scholars like Michael Oliver,
Colin Barnes, and Sally French, reshaped the national discourse around disability (UPIAS, 1976).
Their work laid the foundation for the social model of disability, politicising what had been
predominantly medicalised understandings of impairment, and led to the establishment of the first
iteration of the Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) in 1974, whereby the state would support
disabled students’ material needs during their higher education experience.

Currently, the activism of disabled students in the UK’s higher education enables us to address
contemporary issues and the problematising what is happening within universities. In England,
recent reductions in the DSA have led to significant delays in implementing reasonable adjustments
for disabled students. These cuts have deepened pre-existing inequalities, intensifying the barriers
disabled students face in pursuing their education (Gibson, 2012; Peruzzo, 2022). Justified under the
guise of austerity, neoliberal reforms have ushered in new forms of ableist exclusion within an
already strained higher education system. These intensified forms of discrimination have reignited
disability activism within student unions and organisations. Initially, this took the form of
investigative reports exposing systemic injustices, such as the reports by the UCL Disabled
Students’ Network (2020) and the Cambridge University Students’ Union (2018). More
significantly, these movements culminated in the formation of Disabled Students UK (DSUK).
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DSUK coordinates activism on a UK-wide scale through efforts such as publishing reports, like The
2024 Access Insights Report and Going Back is Not a Choice (2022) and offering consultancy on
inclusive practice to higher education institutions. This has created a unified platform for
challenging ableism at a structural level.

Yet our engagement with disabled students, emerging from a research project Dr Rille Raaper and 1
conducted between 2020 and 2021, based on in-depth, semi-structured online interviews with eight
disabled students across different stages of study, documented a powerful and mostly not
ostentatious way of doing activism. The disabled students we talked to were all either affiliated with
DSUK or served as disabled student officers in their respective unions and reflected on personal
experiences of ableism and the broader institutional dynamics affecting their peers. They shared
with us the ways in which they were dealing with and facing ableist institutions and how they would
relate to the relationship with their own self to strengthen their resistance in ableist institutions. The
student officers described a range of activist strategies. Some worked to pressure senior leadership
teams for quicker implementation of reasonable adjustments, while others sat on equality and
diversity committees to push accessibility up the institutional agenda. Several developed online
guides or campaigns highlighting inaccessible teaching practices and offering inclusive alternatives.
Others ran workshops for staff and students about disability justice or created peer networks where
disabled students could share experiences, find solidarity, and co-develop strategies for survival and
resistance. As Akemi Nishida (2022) argues, care under oppression is never neutral; it is both a
necessity and a political act.

This is especially significant given how disabled students often internalise the ableist logics of
academia, a dynamic that Campbell (2009) describes as ‘internalised ableism’. The students in this
study were not only resisting external barriers, but also negotiating the psychological costs of
working within systems that consistently devalue their ways of knowing, moving, and being. Their
activism, then, becomes a way of reclaiming space, physically, intellectually, and emotionally, from
institutions that demand their assimilation. This relationship encompassed the ‘whole range of
practices that constitute, define, organise, and instrumentalise the strategies that individuals in their
freedom can use in dealing with each other’ (Foucault, 2000, p. 300). Their activism reflected an
ethics of care rooted in the self and extended toward the academic community, ultimately
contributing to a broader civic transformation. Within this frame, their work as disabled student
officers could be seen as fostering democratic, caring, and critically aware subjectivities and
communities. Eventually, the work that disabled student officers (and DSUK) were doing
highlighted how student-led communities can generate rich insights into improving accessibility,
participation, and the overall quality of the higher education experience.

Through their activism, disabled students directly challenged the neoliberal and ableist logics
embedded within English universities. They revealed how resistance can take on new forms,
underpinned by ethics of care, creative expression, and collective solidarity. In being activists, these
students were also political subjects, navigating the complex interplay between personal experience
and systemic injustice. Their reflective processes lead them to reject the economic management of
bodily difference, resisting reductive understandings of disability as a medical issue to be
individually adjusted for.

Crucially, these processes of self-care and resistance were not isolated. They inherently involved
engagement with others, including students, faculty, and broader university communities. As the
work of Ball (2015) and Ball and Olmedo (2013) suggests, care for the self is always in dialogue
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with care for others, and through this mutual engagement, students begin to see themselves and their
communities differently. Acts of care, when practised collectively, foster new possibilities for
inclusion and resistance. The disabled student officers interviewed exemplified a form of ‘slow
activism’ rooted in creativity, collaboration, and attention to individual and collective needs. These
countercultural practices presented a powerful challenge to dominant ableist norms. Their activism
illustrated that alternative forms of resistance are both necessary and possible, provided there is a
community willing to imagine and enact different ways of being.

Ultimately, disabled students’ accounts of ableism exposed how universities continue to reproduce a
narrow ideal of the student, independent, able-bodied, and unencumbered by the need for
accommodations. Through practices of care, critical reflection, and collective resistance, disabled
students offer a compelling vision for rethinking diversity politics in higher education. Their
activism promotes a more inclusive and democratic academic culture, one that integrates individual
experiences with collective efforts for transformation. Organisations like DSUK play a crucial role
in this work, helping to disseminate equitable practices across institutions and laying the foundation
for more caring and socially just university experiences.

For a Nurturing University

Following the launch of the 2024 Access Insights report, DSUK and disabled student officers
continued to disseminate its findings strategically. Quantitative data was paired with lived
experience to open up institutional conversations, influence decision-makers, and make space for
change within a university system that demands evidence, accountability, and market value. While
these forms of engagement may appear to conform to the metrics-driven logic of neoliberalism,
they were also subversive: disabled students were using the university’s own language to critique its
exclusions. This echoes Sara Ahmed’s (2012, 2021) analysis of complaint as institutional labour,
work that is often invisibilised, pathologised, or dismissed. Student activists, in this sense, are
performing ‘diversity work’ by exposing the gap between institutional rhetoric and practice. Their
tactical use of data, testimony, and policy language becomes a form of subversion, not co-option.

Crucially, these activist practices were not limited to formal representation or data-driven advocacy.
Students also described slow, relational, and community-based forms of resistance: building
supportive networks, fostering a distinct disability culture, and adopting artistic and affective
strategies to reclaim agency. Rather than rejecting dominant norms outright, they nurtured
alternatives, modes of care, solidarity, and presence that directly challenged the high-speed, output-
driven culture of academia. Their practices resonate with Foucault’s notion of the ethics of care
(Foucault, 2000) and with more recent feminist and disability scholarship that recognises self-care
as collective and political (Ahmed, 2021; Nishida, 2022).

In this way, disabled student activists enacted a distinctive and potentially transformative kind of
activism. They showed that it is possible to push back against neoliberal rationalities not only by
confronting them directly, but by embodying alternative values. Their reflections make visible the
narrow and exclusionary model of the ‘normal student’ and open space for more capacious,
interdependent visions of learning and belonging.

This paper has traced how disabled students are enacting activism within and against the ableist
logics of the neoliberal university. Their practices reveal that activism does not always announce
itself loudly; it can emerge through slow, persistent acts of care, through storytelling, peer support,
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lobbying, and relational presence. These students offer a vital reimagining of what it means to resist,
centring sustainability, interdependence, and lived expertise.

Rather than conforming to the myth of the hyper-productive, independent student, they foreground
forms of ‘slow activism’ that make space for those who have historically been excluded. In doing so,
they do not simply critique the academy, they actively remake it. As Nicole Brown and Jennifer
Leigh (2021) have shown, ableist academic cultures extract labour while erasing those who do not
conform. The students in this study push back through refusal, creativity, and mutual care.

This contribution adds to critical disability scholarship and research on student activism by making
visible the nuanced and strategic ways disabled students resist marginalisation. Their activism is
both outward-facing and inwardly sustaining. As Sara Ahmed (2012, 2021) reminds us, the labour
of challenging institutions often falls to those they exclude, yet in this labour lies the possibility of
imagining otherwise. Ultimately, disabled student officers do more than navigate oppressive
structures. They transform exclusion into solidarity, complaint into collective insight, and
marginalisation into a shared platform for justice. As Garland-Thomson (2007) writes, these
narratives reshape institutional structures, and as this paper argues, they also shape more caring,
inclusive, and democratic futures for higher education.
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