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Background
Disability is a worldwide challenge affecting various aspects of social and economic interaction among various population groups. People with disabilities are typically faced with enormous challenges that impede their day to day activities and experience of  life. Often they also have limited access to resources that could improve their situation and develop a sense of belonging.
 In order to curb the potentially devastating effects of this situation, the international community has  established legislative interventions which seek to entrench the rights of individuals with disabilities. In education, legislation addresses a variety of issues, ranging from the right of every individual to be

educated to the promotion of inclusive/enabling schools, as well as broad-based strategies for ensuring that the basic learning needs of every child, youth and adult are met. In alignment with the values enshrined in its Constitution (1994) and international developments, South Africa has developed policies regulating schooling and higher education. In higher education, legislation recognises the need for progressive access for students who were previously disadvantaged (including students with disabilities). As articulated in South African’s National Plan for Higher Education (2001), the moral and educational responsibility rests  with individual institutions to ensure effective access for all students  and staff  to the institutions’ environment (reasonable accommodation),  as well as to programmes that address students’ teaching and learning needs.

In line with the above, a higher education institute which is situated in the Western Cape province of South Africa, has been seeking ways of ensuring increased access for and success of all students and staff, including those with disabilities. However, a number of deficiencies still remain that need to be addressed.  For example, the physical environment often needs to be improved in order to increase access for students and staff  members with disabilities. It is also imperative to actively seek ways to widen access for these students by the implementation of inclusive educational modes in the academic and social environment (Cf. the Higher Education Act South Africa, 1997 and UNESCO:1994). This includes, for example, adjustments of application and enrolment procedures, the use of innovative teaching and assessment methodologies, e-learning, specialised assistive devices, and reasonable accommodation in the workplace.
Purpose of research
Against this background, research has recently been conducted by the presenter on various access issues.  The research focused on ways in which physical, academic and social access could be  increased for students and staff with disabilities, which would contribute also to enhancing  a sense of belonging and eliminating othering. 
The question which guided this research was the following: “How could improvement of access contribute to enhancing a sense of belonging and eliminating othering in the case  of students and staff with disabilities in higher education?”  
Research design and methodology
 A qualitative research design was selected which was exploratory, descriptive and explanatory.  After an initial literature study in which national and international and trends in this field were investigated, 25 students and 10 staff members with disabilities were selected at a higher education institution in the Western Cape province of South Africa, using a number of criteria.  These included variants such as types of  disabilities, gender, age, language, social and financial background, culture, accommodation  and career/study choice.  Information was gathered by means of structured questionnaires, individual and focus group interviews, field notes and the study of relevant literature and documents.  An evaluation instrument consisting of six criteria was designed and applied to evaluate the efficiency of access within the insitution for the selected group.  This was followed by an analysis, synthesis, conclusion and recommendations.

Findings
 It was found that students and staff members with disabilities were experiencing some sense of belonging due to the role played by the institution’s support services with respect to orientation, training and personal and academic support.   However, students and staff  still experienced a sense of othering with respect to physical  (=  infrastructure) and social access.   Although this had improved over the last number of years, due to a variety  of interventions,  serious deficiencies still existed which contribute to a sense of othering.  
Recommendations
 Practical recommendations are presented in the paper for eliminating a sense of othering in the case of students and staff members with disabilities.  These include an action plan for the implementation of physical access, reasonable accommodation, training of staff (including human resource staff) that work with people with disabilities, the inclusion of students with disabilities in art and culture activities, social support groups, a “buddy” system,  mentorship  and the use of  electronic media (e.g. face book)  to promote social inclusion. Apart from this, it also seems important to promote disability awareness and sensitisation to disability issues in the broader institutional community,  as well as practical involvement of all levels of the institution (including  Senior Management)  in disability issues.  A holistic strategy  is also proposed in the paper in order to address some of these issues.
Research limitations 
The research was limited to a small group of selected participants at one higher education institution. Although questionnaires were distributed to all students and staff members with disabilities, not all the questionnaires were received back. Communication also presented a problem, because English is  not the first language (in some cases, the third) of the participants.  The findings of the research can, therefore, not be universalised.
Value of the paper
The research indicated strengths and practical challenges in the provision of physical, academic and social access to students at a higher education institution, which has an influence on people’s sense of belonging and othering. Some recommendations emanated from the research that could contribute to improving the situation at this institution.  It is possible that some of the recommendations could be applied in similar contexts, but this needs thorough investigation. 
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