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Summary of Doctoral Dissertation

Inclusion in education is an elusive quest in all social contexts in the World. The
government of Nepal strives to foster inclusion for individuals with disabilities in
mainstream education, from primary to higher levels, by implementing disability-
friendly policies encompassing flexible admissions, financial support, and accessible
infrastructure. However, the challenges these students face within the context of public
colleges, among other issues, have yet to receive sufficient attention. Compared to their
non-disabled counterparts in higher education, individuals with disabilities may
confront academic engagement and socio-relational issues that previous research

focusing on the individualistic approach cannot adequately explore.

The problem of the field of study on inclusion in education or inclusive education lies in
the pervasive ambiguity surrounding the concept of inclusion, which appears consistent
across various educational levels and programs. Additionally, the prevailing
individualistic approach concentrates on addressing the unique needs of individuals with
disabilities, overlooking socio-relational and academic concerns. Nonetheless, this study
underscores the significance of embracing the notion of collective interaction to
understand social belonging and learning engagement for all in the pursuit of inclusive

excellence in higher education.

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences and perceptions of students
with disabilities and stakeholders regarding inclusion in the Nepalese higher education
context. Research questions focused on understanding inclusion, the practice of
interaction, and the perceived influence of interaction on the inclusion of students with
disabilities. The research questions were grounded in the capability approach, the
inclusive excellence model, and a conceptual framework that addresses critical aspects

and conceptual limitations of these theories.

A qualitative case study was chosen for this research, with data collected from a diverse
group of participants from two Nepalese public colleges. A purposive sampling approach
was employed to identify different participants. Prior to the main study, a pilot xvi survey
was conducted among all participants (n = 620) to gather basic information about the
context and the inclusion landscape. The main study, conducted from March to June
2022, utilized semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and document

reviews. Participants in the main study included students with disabilities (n = 22),



students without disabilities (n = 12), instructors (n = 10), and administrators (n = 7).

The findings of this study reveal that inclusion in Nepalese higher education tends to
emphasize individualistic concepts, focusing on disability-friendly infrastructure,
learning resources, and financial support for students with disabilities, as well as
promoting a disability-positive mindset, in line with prevailing theories. Interestingly,
the majority of participants identified several crucial capabilities, including cooperation,
social belonging, respect, and dignity, learning engagement and self-efficacy, and
professional accountability, as collective benefits. Concerning the practice of interaction,
most participants' experiences demonstrated a positive attitude toward interacting with
students with disabilities; however, interaction among college members was infrequently
practiced. These was also a statistically significant gap in perception on inclusive
environment among students and administrators and positive and negative interaction
were experienced differently by students with disabilities and non-disabled students.
The perceived influence of interaction was found to positively enhance the academic and

social functioning of students with disabilities and other stakeholders.

In conclusion, this study asserts that inclusive excellence can be developed in the context
of Nepal's and international higher education by suggesting that existing higher
education policies, public college practices, and future studies reframe and reconsider

the concept of collective interaction, encompassing fundamental capabilities.

Summary of the Dissertation Evaluation

The final evaluation of Mr. Bhuwan Shankar Bhatt’s doctoral dissertation was held
between 1:03 p.m. and 2:33 p.m. on May 16, 2023 using the online services of

Zoom. The proceedings started with an open forum to which any interested member of
the ICU campus was invited. During the session, Mr. Bhatt provided a short and well-
prepared PowerPoint presentation, outlining the highlights of his dissertation study
including the research background, comprehensive review of literature, research
significance, research design, results, followed by careful discussion of theoretical and
empirical contribution of the study. After the Dissertation Committee Members asked a
few questions and some comments, the floor was made open for a question and
answer/comment session, to which any member of the audience was invited to contribute.

Finally, the Dissertation Committee Members made a few final comments.

Immediately after the Candidate and audience were dismissed, the Dissertation



Committee deliberated about the dissertation. The Dissertation Committee then
deliberated on a final grade to be assigned to the submitted dissertation. The Committee
members felt that he has made a commendable contribution to the area of Sociology of
Education with the original data collection during the pandemic and complied his
arguments and contribution in a comprehensive manner. Two of the Committee
Members have closely observed the evolution of this dissertation project over the past
several years and acknowledged his great improvement and significance and findings of
this research project reported in the dissertation. All the committee members felt that
Mzr. Bhatt’s project met all the fundamental requirements for the degree of Doctor of

Philosophy (Ph.D.) at International Christian University.

It was recognized that this dissertation project is one of the very few field studies done
in higher education in the world and perhaps the first in Nepal. Only a few comments
and suggestions were made from the committee members regarding the strengths and
limitations of the study reported and interpretation. Overall, the dissertation was

written well, requiring no major or minor corrections.

Some important contributions of Mr. Bhatt’s research will be pointed out here with
respect to a unique conceptual framework, rigor in data collection targeting multiple

stakeholders, and important theoretical and practical contributions.

First, his concept of collective interaction to examine inclusion is unique and
academically viable in a sense of bridging between Sociology of Education and
Community Psychology. By indicating weakness of the Capability Approach and the
concept of Inclusive Excellence used in higher education, Mr. Bhatt presents an
alternative perspective to understand inclusion as collective capabilities. Due to the past
focus of theories on and approaches for disabilities, the peace-meal interventions for
students with disabilities have been dominant in special needs education or support in
higher education. Mr. Bhatt indicated that the very notion of “individual needs” have
overshadowed the importance of interactive elements of capability that benefit all
students and university community. This unique angle was used to examine how
stakeholders interact and perceive higher education environment and what kinds of

interaction enhances or impedes what dimension of capabilities in a more dynamic way.

Second, based on his conceptual framework, Mr. Bhatt collected unique and multiple

data to identify different types of interaction and perception among stakeholders. Data



were collected from students with and without disabilities, teaching staff, and
administrative staff at two public colleges in Nepal. Wish this rich data, he has
successfully identified the perception and behavioral gap in interaction and inclusion. It
was especially meaningful for this study to indicate the perception gap between the
administrative staff and students whereby the administrative staff tends to have a
narrow sense of individual needs of the students with disabilities while other
stakeholders perceive humanistic and social aspects of interaction among themselves. It
was also revealed that students with disability tend to have a broader perspective of the
meaning of interaction with others in social life, career planning and information sharing
while students without disabilities tend to focus on interaction with students with
disabilities in an academic aspect. Such perception gaps indicate the importance of the
context in which interaction happens and how such context can create both positive and

negative ways depending on different stakeholders’ expectations.

Third, the study’s theoretical and practical contributions are worth noting in the area of
Sociology of Education. While a lot of attention has paid to reveal the needs of students
with disability by analyzing a hidden curriculum and formal education system, the case
study that focuses on interaction among stakeholders and each stakeholder’s perception,
expectations, and behaviors contributed to theoretical underpinning of social
interactionist approach in a more dynamic way. Rather than just focusing on interaction
between students with disabilities and others, this study depicted interaction among
different stakeholders that hinder interaction across stakeholders regardless of
disability and that very perspective led to multiple stakeholders to revisit their concept
of inclusion and to put themselves in the center of creating an inclusive environment
that benefits all. Mr. Bhatt’s theoretical approach may have practical contribution to how
administrators and policy makers should look at making an environment more inclusive
not for a particular target group, but for all. Unless the environment is for all and seen
as accumulated collective interactions, inclusive education may be hard to realize or

regarded as something additional for a particular group of people.

The only reservation that was raised in the Dissertation Committee was an insufficient
use of in-depth qualitative data to explain more about perception gaps among the
stakeholders. More nuanced explanation as to what makes them describe or perceive
positive or negative may be useful to deepen understanding of the root-cause of
perception gap and the hint for a better and positive interaction in the higher education

setting. An observation of the classroom pedagogy and interaction among different



stakeholders may have been useful, which was not possible due to the pandemic. The
Committee hopes that he will be able to continue his search for such information and

interpretation in the future academic endeavor.

As such, the committee agreed that this dissertation should be given a grade of “B”. The
committee also recognizes Mr. Bhatt’s sincere efforts and dedication to the field of
Sociology of Education as well as higher education research and practice and offers him

our heart-felt congratulations for the hard-earned highest honor in higher education.



