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Executive summary 
 

This report is built on the findings of the Monitoring Educational Rights for Girls 

with Disabilities in Vietnam (MRGD) project, supported by the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) (2013-2015). This project aimed to 

address the lack of specific knowledge about girls with disabilities in Vietnam, and to set 

the stage for developing social activist strategies for their inclusion. To understand the 

experiences of girls with disabilities in and outside of Vietnamese schools, we piloted 

the study in North and South of Tu Liem districts in Vietnam. By supporting girls and 

women with disabilities to understand their educational rights, this study offered a 

participatory approach to monitoring rights to education through its engagement with 

the local knowledge on human rights and inclusive education for girls with disabilities in 

and out of schools.  

The right to education for girls with disabilities is an integral part of the human 

rights paradigm that is interrelated and multi-faceted. This study demonstrated that 

systemic discrimination in relation to disability, gender, adolescent and ethnicity; forms 

of violence and social exclusion; and disrespect for difference in and out of school, were 

the key challenges for the inclusion of girls with disabilities in North and South Tu Liem 

districts. These systemic forms of discrimination perpetuated inequality in Vietnamese 

schools. The study highlights the need to take into account cultural factors in relation to 

socio-political issues, such as relationships between girls with disabilities and their 

family members, teachers, and non-disabled peers including boys and girls, in affecting 

their decision-making about their education. The lack of quality education for all girls 

with disabilities remains a concern from the current findings, indicating that a more 

inclusive, quality education system should be put in place for all children, including girls 

with disabilities. 

Monitoring educational rights is an ongoing process ensuring that the rights of 

girls and women with disabilities are respected and fulfilled. This study has set a stage 

for raising the voices of girls and women with disabilities in Vietnam and fostering their 

collective activism. The study offered a number of recommendations by girls and 

women with disabilities in relation to inclusive education, policy dialogues and 

development, community engagement, communication, and networking.  

 

Recommendations from girls with disabilities 

1. Develop an inclusive ethos in schools through transforming educational policies 

and practices. 

2. Consult people with disabilities through policy dialogues, development, 

advocacy, implementation, monitoring and evaluation. 
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3. Engage community leaders and practitioners in discussions on Inclusive 

Education through communication strategies 

Recommendations from women with disabilities  

1. Develop strategies for women and girls with disabilities to construct their 

knowledge, engagement, and activism through training and research. 

2. Strengthen opportunities of collective activism with women and girls with 

disabilities through building a local and transnational network of advocacy. 

Recommendations Coming Out of the Project as a Whole 

1. Strengthen and broaden the scope of the MRGD intervention into more 

disadvantaged areas. 

2. Strengthen a gender equality lens ƛƴ ǘƘŜ awD5Ωǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƻ ŀǎ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ 

the challenges to inclusive education for both boys and girls with disabilities. 

3. Expand the use of participatory methodologies in designing, researching, and 

programming. 

4. Develop knowledge mobilization strategies that place community engagement at 

the center of social change. 

 

This study was conducted by a multinational research team at Mount Saint Vincent 

University, York University, and McGill University in Canada, Nelson Mandela 

Metropolitan University in South Africa, in partnership with UNICEF, and the grassroots 

Action to Community Development Centre in Vietnam.  
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Introduction 

  
 

Official statistics suggest that 7 million people live with disabilities in Vietnam.  

According to UNICEF, an estimated 1.3 million of those people are children. A recent 

report published by UNICEF and the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) indicates 

that:  

ΧǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ мпΦо Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ р-14 in 

Viet Nam, of whom an estimated 1.3 million children had a disability (UNICEF & 

MOET 2013). About 25% of the children of Viet Nam lived in urban areas and 

more than 80% were from Kinh family background (UNICEF & MOET, 2013). Of 

the total of 14.3 million children, 87.8% of children aged 5, 96.3% of children 

aged 6 ς 10, and 88.8% of children aged 11 ς 14 were enrolled in school, while 

amongst the estimated 1.3 million children with disabilities in Viet Nam, only a 

total of about 66.5% were enrolled in school. (UNICEF & MOET, 2015, p.32) 
 

Vietnam has made progress in recognizing the rights of persons with disabilities.  

The National Action Plan to Support People with Disabilities 2006-2010 signified the 

realization of a policy document to address needs of people with disabilities. The 

National Action Plan 2012-2020 makes specific provisions to support people with 

disabilities to access education, health care, employment, transportation and social 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ό5ŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ млмфκv7-TTg, SRV, 2012). Further, on January 1st, 2011, the Law on 

Persons with Disabilities (LPWD) came into force in Vietnam, marking a new page for the 

history of disability and institutional change. Vietnam is a signatory to the UN 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), and ratified it in February 

2015. A quarterly report from Action to the Community Development Centre and United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP) (2014) aptly stresses the importance of involving 

people with disabilities directly in decision making processes and the realization of their 

rights,  

While it will be important to further develop the national legal framework that is 

compliant with international standards, an effective implementation of the CRPD 

and the LPWD [Law on Persons with Disabilities] will only be possible with the 

ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ό5thǎύ and the 

partnership between the State and DPOs. Only when people with disabilities 

(including children) are included in every step of the decision-making processes 

and in monitoring activities, will they be empowered to speak for themselves 

and only then will the legal framework materialize into the realization of rights. 

The development of civil society and of appropriate frameworks for civil society 

are, however, still in early stages and the involvement of civil society 
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organizations into policy, decision and monitoring making processes are not 

ΨƴŀǘǳǊŀƭΩ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀŘǾƻŎŀŎȅ. (UNDP & ACDC, 2014, p. 4) 

 

Despite the provisions on human rights protection for all children, including 

those with disabilities in the United Nations Conventions, such as the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child (CRC) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 

with Disabilities, there is evidence that girls with disabilities are more disadvantaged 

than boys with disabilities within educational settings (Rydstrom, 2010; UNFPA 2009), 

and yet there have been very few interventions to address this reality. A study 

conducted by the National Union of Women with Disabilities in Uganda in partnership 

with the Canadian Centre of Disability Studies found that there are significant challenges 

for women and children with disabilities. The study identified barriers in areas of 

policies and programs implementation, education, financial stability, accessibility to 

disability services, and unequal power relationships within the family. The most 

common barrier, according to the study, is attitude towards disability, which negatively 

affects the social status of women and children with disabilities (Morris-Wales, 

Krassioukova-Enns, & Rempel, 2009).  

¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻn on violence against women and girls 

with disabilities observes that: 

 

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities recognizes that women 

and girls with disabilities are often at greater risk, both within and outside the 

home, of violence, injury or abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, maltreatment 

or exploitation, and expresses concern about the difficult conditions faced by 

persons with disabilities who are subject to multiple or aggravated forms of 

discrimination. (United Nations, 2012, p. 4) 
 

The United Nations recognizes the intersection between disability and gender 

discrimination as a contributing factor to forms of violence that women and girls with 

disabilities often experience: 

 

The intersection of gender-based and disability-based discrimination also 

contributes to stereotypical views of women and girls with disabilities as 

lacking intelligence and being compliant and timid. It also leads to a lack of 

credibility when abuse is reported, and therefore minimal risk of 

perpetrators being discovered and punished. (United Nations, 2012, p. 7) 

 

As a large and diverse group, girls and women with disabilities face many 

barriers to accessing education because of discrimination and prejudice based on 
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disability and gender. These barriers include poverty, sexual violence, unwanted 

pregnancy, inaccessible educational institutions, lack of mainstream educational 

opportunities and/or placement in separate schools, isolation from family and 

communities, and limited social protection (Ortoleva & Lewis, 2012; UNICEF, 2013; WHO 

&World Bank, 2011). While the global literacy rate for people with disabilities is 3 

percent, it is lower for disabled girls and women at 1 percent (Rousso, 2003). The lack of 

knowledge on girls with disabilities globally and locally presents a challenge for inclusion 

of girls with disabilities internationally. 

This study was developed within this context of global activism for the human 

rights of people with disabilities, mobilized by the United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD, United Nations, 2006). In this report, we 

present the basic findings of the MRGD project, funded by the Social Sciences and 

Humanities Research Council of Canada in 2013-2015.  

 

Monitoring Educational Rights: Concept and Process 
 

¦b9{/h ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴƧƻȅ 

ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƎƻƻŘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴέ όǎŜŜ ¦b9{/hΩǎ 

website)1. Education is a fundamental right and essential to the exercise of other human 

rights. Article 28 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) recognizes the right 

to education for every child through specific measures in primary, secondary, 

vocational, and higher education (UNICEF, 1989). It requires that primary education be 

compulsory and freely available to all children (Article 28.1). It also encourages the 

development of different forms of secondary education, including general and 

vocational education, and takes appropriate measures such as introducing free 

education and offering financial assistance in case of need (Article 28.2). Article 7 of the 

CRPD builds on Article 23 of the CRC in maintaining human rights protection for children 

ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ Lǘ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƘŜ άŦǳƴŘŀƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳǎέ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ Řƛǎŀbilities to 

enjoy all human rights, such as the right to express their views on an equal basis with 

others. Article 24 of the CRPD guarantees access for all children with disabilities to and 

in education, and requires state-parties to combat exclusion in the educational system.  

According to Rioux (2013), a disability rights approach to education goes beyond 

monitoring educational access. A critical approach to such rights adopts social justice 

principles that enable us to evaluate the ways in which education is structured, which 

includes policies, programs, legislations, pedagogies, and the values placed on equity in 

and out of schools. As she maintains: 

 

                                                           
1 ¦b9{/hΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΦ !ǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜ ŀǘ http://www.unesco.org/new/en/right2education 
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Education is influenced by a variety of social, economic, and environmental 

factors, and not just by access to school. Equity in education is a commitment of 

the public education system to social justice. To implement a rights-based 

approach to education requires using human rights as a framework for 

pedagogical theory, for access to places of learning, for testing of capacity and 

for measuring success. It makes principles of human rights integral to the design, 

implementation and evaluation of policies and programmes, and it means 

assessing the human rights implementation of educational policy, programmes, 

and legislation. (p. 132) 
 

Our framework of monitoring educational rights involved multiple levels: 1) an 

understanding of access, process, and outcomes of education for groups and individuals 

historically marginalized by the educational structure and institutions; 2) a participatory 

approach that engages girls and women with disabilities in advocating for their rights; 

and 3) a holistic approach that includes, but is not restricted to the right to education. 

This framework also included other social, economic, and cultural rights in educational 

settings, such as the right to use a bus to get to school, to participate in school and 

public events, to choose the school where children want to study, to speak for 

themselves in an inclusive and respectful environment, and the right not to be abused 

by their caretakers and adults in their lives. As such, these rights are interrelated. They 

are premised on the right to be treated with dignity, autonomy, inclusion, non-

discrimination, and equal respect (Rioux, Basser-Marks & Jones, 2011).  

Globally, the challenges for human rights for girls and women with disabilities 

are manifested in a number of key dimensions: the cultural prejudice against girls and 

women with disabilities (Morris, 1991; Frohmader & Meekosha, 2012; Ortoleva & Lewis, 

2012); the lack of an institutional structure that protects and promotes their rights 

(United Nations, 2012); the inadequate structure of global governance in fostering state 

sovereignty in human rights protection (Meekosha & Soldatic, 2011); the intersection 

between disability and class, race, gender, and ethnicity (Erevelles & Mutua, 2005; 

Nguyen et al., 2015; Ortoleva & Lewis, 2012; Stienstra, 2015); and the challenges of the 

disability rights movement in excluding the socio-political root of impairment in the 

global South  (Soldatic & Grech, 2014; Titchkosky, 2014). The challenges of disability and 

gender-based violence put girls and women with disabilities in greater danger compared 

to their male counterpart (Human Rights Watch, 2012).  

In Vietnam, policies institutionalizing the CRPD have been developed since the 

±ƛŜǘƴŀƳŜǎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŀǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 

development of programs and initiatives on assisting people with disabilities to 

participate in socio-economic, legal, and educational activities (e.g. CRS, 2006; SRV, 

2006a, 2006b) has continued to ignore the exclusion of women and girls with disabilities 
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in social and educational participation. Nguyen and Mitchell (2014) observe that in legal 

terms, this equality approach assumes that men and women, boys and girls, must have 

an equal opportunity to participate and to be protected by the law. Nonetheless, this 

approach does not attend to the intersection between disability and gender in human 

rights provisions.  

Girls with disabilities are more disadvantaged than boys with disabilities due to 

their gender, disability, and social class. Girls with disabilities are often disempowered 

even when they are integrated in schools. Their social, political, economic, and 

educational participation, as well as their reproductive rights, are very limited (UNFPA, 

2009; Action to Community Development Centre & UNDP, 2014; Nguyen, forthcoming). 

As such, there is a need to recognise forms of inequality that have been perpetuated in 

policies and laws, as well as within existing social, political, and cultural conditions.  

To understand social justice for girls with disabilities in and outside of education, 

we drew on the work of monitoring educational rights through a holistic approach. It 

also required working against systemic barriers preventing children from enjoying their 

human rights. As Nguyen, Mitchell, De Lange and Fritsch (2015) posit: 

 

The critical work of monitoring educational rights must accompany cultural and 

historical reflection to situate exclusions within dominant discourses of girlhood 

and disability. This work must be seen as an integral part of the socio-political 

process of social transformation, where the voice of girls with disabilities can 

represent a critical perspective on why and how to be included. Finally, 

ƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ Ƴǳǎǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ΨƳƻƴƛǘƻǊƛƴƎΩ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

objectivism is taken as an ethos of rights monitoring. Thus, bringing the voice 

and perspectives of girls with disabilities into the framework of human rights 

monitoring in the global South is what we aim to address in the MRGD (p.777). 

 

In short, the educational rights of girls with disabilities are an integral part of the 

larger collection of human rights. These rights are interrelated and multi-faceted. 

Monitoring educational rights is an ongoing process thus ensuring that the rights of girls 

and women with disabilities are respected and fulfilled. This process requires collecting 

evidence of human rights process and outcomes.  

 

Context of the local fieldwork 
 

Tu Liem is an urbanized area located in the west of Hanoi. Its area is 75.15 

square km with a population of 550,000 people. The majority of the population is 

reported to be non-religious with about 10% Catholic. The main language spoken in Tu 

Liem is Kinh dialect (Report of Disabled Persons Organization in Tu Liem, 2013). We 
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chose to pilot the project in Tu Liem because of its geographical and socio-economic 

conditions in an urbanized area. The process of rapid urbanization has resulted in 

unsustainable development: while some households were able to overcome poverty 

through small business, including land selling and renting, their income was unstable. 

Additionally, with the migration of population from other Northern areas into this 

region in addition to the lack of vocational training, unemployment has become more 

ŀƭŀǊƳƛƴƎ ό.ŀŎ ¢ǳ [ƛŜƳ tŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΣ нлмпύΦ !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǘƘŜ gap between rich and 

poor populations has grown in recent years.  

In December 2013, the former district of Tu Liem was divided into two 

administrative districts, North and South Tu Liem under decision 132/NQ-CP of the 

government. With a population of 3,546 disabled people, or 0.9% of the population in 

both districts, Tu Liem has sŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ tŜǊǎƻƴǎΩ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

North and South of Tu Liem districts marked the evolvement of the disability movement 

in a local context. Our work ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 5ƛǎŀōƭŜŘ tŜǊǎƻƴǎΩ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ 

(DPO) of Bac Tu Liem (North of Tu Liem) and Can Tho Association for People with 

Disabilities (CAPD) demonstrate the potential of local DPOs to be involved in monitoring 

work.  At the same time, the geo-political location2 of Tu Liem in the process of 

urbanization marks the constructions of new forms of identities in the intersection of 

global and local change. The participants were recruited in both the North and South of 

Tu Liem districts. Further details on participant demographics are given in the section 

entitled Sample. 

 

Terminology 
 

¢ƘŜ ¦b/wt5 ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǎ άŀƴ ŜǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental 

barriers that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis 

ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎέ όtǊŜŀƳōƭŜΣ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ нллсύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ 

between persons with impairments and the environment and how this interaction 

hinders the realization of individual participation on an equal basis with others3. 

                                                           
2 According to Cambridge Dictionary, geopolitics is the study of the way a country's size, position, 
etc. influence its power and its relationships with other countries (see 
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/geopolitics). Geopolitics is studied widely in political 
science through the work of political scientist such as Richard Falk (2000), Van Henk Van Houtom (2005), 
Dalby (2008). 
3 Some official reports (e.g., WHO & World Bank, 2011; UNICEF & MOET, 2015) see the equivalence 

between the concept of disability as defined by the CRPD and that of the ICF model. According the World 

Health Organization (WHO), the ICF model looks beyond the medical and biological conception of 

ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦ Lǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŦƻǊ άǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘǳŀƭ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻƴ the functioning of 

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/study
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/size
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/position
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/influence
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/its
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/power
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/its
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/relationship
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/country
http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/geopolitics
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Inclusive education refers to an education system that is based on the rights of all 

learners to participate in education on the basis of equal opportunity and without 

discrimination (Article 24, UN CRPD). Inclusive education enables all people, including 

people with disabilities, to participate effectively in an inclusive society. In addition to 

the need to understand the educational rights of girls with disabilities, we studied how 

participatory methodologies can help us understand specific barriers to inclusion for 

girls with disabilities in and beyond education. We asked the following questions: 

 

1) What are the barriers to education that have been identified by girls with disabilities 

in and out of schools? 

2) What are the gaps between the existing institutional structure in protecting 

educational rights and the real situation of girls with disabilities in practice? 

3) How can participatory monitoring methodologies support the full inclusion of girls 

with disabilities in and out of schools? 

 

Participants 
 

In this study, we involved 21 girls4 and 13 women with disabilities as the key 

actors for social change (Nguyen et al., 2015). The types of impairment in relation to 

their levels of education and their socio-economic situation are demonstrated in Figure 

1 and Figure 4, respectively. The women with disabilities participated in this study, 

building their capacities to conduct research and foster the role of women with 

disabilities in monitoring rights in the global South. They facilitated the visual 

discussions and conducted interviews with all girls with disabilities under the support of 

team members.  

 

Methods 
 

Research was used as an advocacy tool, combining two forms of participatory 

research methodologies to monitor and promote the educational rights of girls with 

                                                           
ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘΣ ŀƴŀƭȅȊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘέ όǎŜŜ ²IhΩǎ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ 

http://www.who.int/classifications/icf/icf_more/en/). However, we suggest that there is a distinction 

between the two concepts. The ICF model is based on a functionalist approach that takes into account the 

environmental factors prohibiting an individual from functioning. By contrast, the CRPD measures the 

ways in which the participation of individual impairments is prevented on an equal basis with others (See 

also Rioux & Zubrow, 2001; Oliver & Barnes, 2012). 

4 One additional girl participated in the project in phase 3. However, due to the lack of interview data 
about this participant in the entire research process, we decided not to include her data in the final report 
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disabilities in the Tu Liem district of Hanoi, Vietnam. We focused on interdisciplinary and 

participatory approaches as new ways to construct knowledge and foster social action. 

The use of participatory visual methods and in-depth interviews allowed us to explore 

experiences of human rights for girls with disabilities, particularly in the area of 

education. First, we used localized, interview-based, participatory monitoring 

methodologies developed by Disability Rights Promotion International (DRPI) project 

(see 5wtLΩǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ). With this methodology we trained 13 women with disabilities in 

the local context to conduct in-depth interviews with 21 girls with disabilities about 

their access to education. Second, using the participatory visual methods of photovoice 

and drawing developed by the Participatory Cultures Lab at McGill University, we 

worked with 21 girls with disabilities as they constructed knowledge of, and reflected 

upon, their participation in education. Given that women and girls with disabilities have 

had very limited access to public education in Vietnam, we aimed to use these 

monitoring methodologies as a transformative tool to empower their knowledge 

production and increase their participation in education.  

A focus group interview with the women with disabilities was conducted in the 

third phrase of the project. It invited them to share their experiences about working 

with girls with disabilities. The one and half hour focus group was held at Dai Mo 

primary school (the site where we conducted the workshop) through the facilitation of 

two MRGD and ACDC team members. Of the 13 women eight women participated in 

this discussion. The interview questions focused on the following topics: 1) What kinds 

of discrimination did the women with disabilities face in their personal lives?; 2) How did 

they use their experiences to engage with girls with disabilities?; 3) What are their 

recommendations for the project in the new phase?; and 4) What are the possibilities 

for girls and women with disabilities to engage in collective activism from participating 

in this project?  

We implemented the project in four phases: 

Phase 1 (September 2013- January 2014): Developing a visual toolkit, Participatory 

visual methodologies: Through a different lens (Nguyen, Mitchell, & Fritsch, 2014) and 

adapting the DRPI methodologies through a gendered lens. The documents were 

translated into Vietnamese and forwarded to the Vietnamese Institute on Educational 

Sciences (VNIES) as a part of the knowledge-sharing process. Along with reviewing the 

literature, we also established the institutional structure for collaboration among the 

ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǘŜŀƳ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎΦ 

Phase 2 (February 2014-January 2015): Training 10 women and 21 girls with disabilities 

in Hanoi on human rights monitoring and using participatory visual methods for rights 

monitoring and activism. We generated a total of 21 drawings with captions, 21 sets of 

photographs with captions and 7 policy posters in this fieldwork and 23 visual 

discussions. We also produced 21 in-depth narrative interviews. The data was 

transcribed and translated into English. We used Nvivo software to assist with data 

http://drpi.research.yorku.ca/
http://participatorycultureslab.com/
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analysis, including establishing coding, analysis, queries, and exporting data for 

reporting.  

Phase 3 (February 2015- July 2015): Building on the experiences from the first field 

work, we continued to work with the girls and women to produce and analyze the visual 

images, using participatory visual analysis. We organized a reinforcement workshop 

with the women to help them reflect on their past experiences in using interview 

techniques and participatory visual methods, followed by a two-day participatory 

analysis workshop with the girls and women. In total we generated another set of visual 

data, including 14 drawings, 14 sets of photos, 7 posters on participatory analysis with 

the women and girls. A worƪǎƘƻǇ ǾŀƭƛŘŀǘƛƴƎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ǿŀǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ŦƻǊ 

August 2015 in Hanoi. 

Along with research activities, we organized three photo exhibition events 

ŦŜŀǘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΣ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊƛŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

the involvement of non-disabled students, teachers, school principals, community 

leaders, and policymakers in this work. A policy dialogue was held in partnership with 

UNICEF, the Vietnam Institute of Educational Sciences, and Action to Community 

Development Centre (ACDC) in February 2015.  

Phase 4 (August 2015 ς January 2016): Focusing on community engagement and 

knowledge mobilization, we organized two workshops in Bac Tu Liem and Can Tho to 

fully engage the community and local stakeholders into the MRGD project in August 

2015. To mobilize a transnational discussion on girls with disabilities in the global South, 

we organized two workshops and photo exhibitions held at the Coady International 

Institute (Saint Francis Xavier University, Canada) and York Centre for Asian Research 

(York University, Canada) in November 2015 and January 2016 as a part of our 

knowledge mobilization agenda. A few women with disabilities participated in these 

events through skype conferences. 

 

Working with Girls and Women with Disabilities 
 

Sample 
 

A snowball technique was used to recruit participants in marginalized 

communities in Tu Liem district. This approach involved recruiting participants through 

local networks as they are not always visible in formal institutions. This approach is 

considered appropriate when working with marginalized populations (Del Balso & Lewis, 

2012). In total we worked with 21 girls (ranging in age between 10 and 25) from Tu Liem 

district. Among the 21 girls, 19 were identified as Kinh people (the major ethnic group in 

Vietnam), while two girls came from ethnic minority groups. The types of impairments 
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varied: eight girls had intellectual impairments, nine had physical impairments, two girls 

had a visual impairment, one girl had a hearing impairment, and one girl experienced 

other disabling conditions (See Figure 1 below). Participants came from both urban and 

rural areas of Hanoi, as well as other Northern provinces.  

 

 
 

FIGURE 1: NUMBER OF GIRLS BY TYPE OF IMPAIRMENT  

 

Women with disabilities were an essential part of the research process. They 

were trained in participatory interview techniques in the workshops 2014 and 2015. 

They then became the primary interviewers of the girls. The girls participated in two 

separate two-day workshops in 2014 and 2015 where they were trained to use 

photovoice and drawing as participatory monitoring methods. The women and girls 

then participated in a policy dialogue with UNICEF, MOET, VNIES and the community. 

This report is comprised of the findings from our fieldwork. 
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Participatory Visual Methodologies (PVM) were used to understand how girls 

and women with disabilities construct their experiences about being included and 

excluded. Through this innovative approach in monitoring research (Nguyen, Mitchell, 

De Lange, & Fritsch, 2015), we used drawing, photovoice, and policy posters to work 

with girls with disabilities. Drawing and photovoice enabled participants, especially 

those who have typically been left out of research, to express what they cannot through 

more conventional forms of interviewing (See Appendix D for protocol regarding 

participatory visual methodologies).  

In the first two-day workshop in February 2014, the girls were given the prompt 

ƻŦ άaŜ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅέ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴκŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

drawing. Divided into groups with one or two adult facilitators (the women with 

disabilities participating in the study), the girls were asked to draw and write a caption 

for their drawing. They then displayed their drawings and each girl explained her 

drawing to the group. Next, the girls worked in small groups to take photos in response 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ άCŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ǿŀǎ 

used to elicit the girlǎΩ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ 

into their experiences with educational rights. Each group was given one digital camera 

and each girl asked to take one photograph on feeling included and one photograph on 

feeling not included.  

¢ƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǘƘŜƴ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǇƻǎǘŜǊǎΩ in which they 

considered the messages that they would like policy makers and other community 

ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀǊΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ά9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƭƭέ ŀƴŘ ά[ƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǎŀȅΦέ ¢hese also include the recommendations for building an inclusive school and 

inclusive community that cares for people with disabilities, and to have policymakers 

listen to the voices of the girls and women with disabilities (See Recommendations).  

¢ƘŜ ΨŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎΩ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǿƻ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǘƻƻƭǎΥ ŀ ōƻƻƪ ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ Our Voices, Our 

Hope: Girls with Disabilities and Participatory Visual Methodologies (See De Lange, 

Nguyen, Mitchell, & Nguyen, L. A., 2015) and a digital dialogue tool, Picturing inclusion: 

Voices of girls with disabilities (Mitchell, Nguyen, & Nghiem, 2015). These tools were 

shared with the women and girls with disabilities during the workshop to help the girls 

and women reflect on their earlier work in order to foster ideas and conversations. This 

allowed us to obtain a holistic perspective on the key themes generated by the 

participants through the visual process.  

In the fieldwork which took place in Dai Mo Primary School in the South of Tu 

Liem district, the girls drew and took photos of public spaces in response to the prompt 

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ άwhat do you want your community to change?έ ŀƴŘ ά²ƘŜǊŜ Ŏŀƴ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ 

ƎƛǊƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜΚέ ²Ŝ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

girls and women with disabilities can re-imagine their own space for inclusion.  Along 

with these new sets of data, a participatory visual analysis workshop with girls and 

women with disabilities was organized. The workshop involved having the girls select 10 
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photos they found most interesting in the book catalogue Our Voices, Our Hopes. Next, 

they worked with their team to create 3-4 key themes for these photos. Participants 

discussed the reasons for their photo selection how the photos represented their views. 

They watched the digital dialogue tool, Picturing Inclusion: Voices of Girls with 

Disabilities and reflecting on what they liked most about the film, what they did not like, 

and what they would change. These processes allowed the girls and women with 

disabilities to be knowledge co-producers.  

 

The In-depth Interviews 
 

Method 
 

In phase 1, twenty-one girls were interviewed by 10 women with disabilities who 

had been trained in interview techniques. The research team developed a set of 

interview questions, based on the DRPI interview guide (DRPI, n.d.). We adapted this list 

of questions through a gender lens to help us explore the intersection between 

disability and gender in relation to human rights situations within and beyond 

education. The questioƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ 

with education and their life stories (See Appendix A for the interview questions). The 

structure of the interviews was open-ended to leave room for understanding other 

human rights situations, such as the right to social protection, health, and decision-

making. The interviewers (women with disabilities) were trained to conduct the 

interviews. The rapport built through the experiences of girls and women with 

disabilities with discrimination enabled the interviewers and interviewees to share in-

depth conversations.  

The interviews were recorded, transcribed and translated before being analysed 

for themes, based on five human rights categories (see Coding). The transcribed 

interviews and visual discussions were translated from Vietnamese into English to 

facilitate the participation of all team members in data analysis. We used Nvivo 

qualitative analysis software to analyse interview data. We then mapped interviews, 

visual data, and policy analysis. This triangulation helped us to conduct more rigorous 

ǎǘŜǇǎ ŦƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ  

 

Coding 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K7R2z0_DcOo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K7R2z0_DcOo
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Using a priory codingΣ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 5wtLΩǎ 

(See DRPI website), we identified categories of human 

rights violations emerging from the data. To do so, we 

tried out the coding system with the first 6 interviews, 

enabling us to track dominant and non-dominant 

categories. We then applied this coding scheme to the 

remaining interviews while leaving room for new 

categories to emerge. References to educational rights 

in five domains, including justice, information, privacy 

and family life, security and support services, education 

and social participation, were identified. References to 

violence, response to abuse, systemic roots of 

discrimination (social, economic, legislative, and 

institutional), intersectionality between disability, class, 

and gender, and ethnicity, and recommendations for 

different groups of stakeholders were also coded. These 

categories also include recommendations for schools 

and teachers, community, government, and self-

representation. Some categories collapsed in the coding 

process, such as Access to Justice and Access to 

Information, due to the lack of data specifically 

referencing these themes. Based on the coding of the 

interviews, queries were run to determine what 

participants said about particular topics. We looked at 

what was said and not said regarding each human rights 

principle, in which domain, and how often the situation 

happened.  

The purpose of this analysis was not to establish 

statistically significant findings. Rather, our purpose was 

to understand which human rights situation emerged as 

more poignant than others, based on the frequency of 

incidences identified by Nvivo, along with an in-depth 

analysis of each situation to understand the specificity of 

each incidence. In short, we used the frequency and 

degree to which they happened to the girls, such as 

violence, to understand the situation (See Appendix F for 

queries).  

The coding scheme used in Nvivo is pictured in 

figure 2. 
                                                                                                     FIGURE 2: THE CODING SYSTEM 
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Findings 
 

The following section will indicate the findings in each of the human rights 

categories before turning to specific experiences in education for the participants. 

 

Human Rights Principles 
 

The experiences of girls with disabilities were revealed in all domains, such as 

education, family, and social participation, to understand their human rights situation. 

The five principles include: autonomy; dignity; non-discrimination and equality; 

participation, inclusion and accessibility; and respect for difference (DRPI, n.d.). The 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƴŀƭȅsed based on these categories.  

The study found that participants had both positive and negative experiences at 

home and in schools. Their social experiences in relation to discrimination, exclusion, 

inaccessibility, and disrespect for difference were common, and these were conditioned 

by their disability, ethnicity, class, and gender. For example, girls with disabilities 

experienced multiple forms of discrimination, compared to boys with disabilities (See 

Discussion). 

At the same time, the study found that the experiences of girls and women with 

disabilities within the public space tended to be associated with stigma, exclusion, and 

discrimination, which negatively affected their dignity and social relationships in both 

school and the community. In their interviews, for example, participants discussed their 

negative experiences in school more often than their negative experiences with home 

and family life or the community. Their relationships with their peers, teachers, and 

their participation in educational activities were usually described as negative because 

of many factors including societal prejudices against their disabilities. By contrast, the 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǿƻǊƪ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳ ǎǳŎƘ 

prejudices, and to construct positive relationships with their community. Importantly, 

the girls expressed their desire to be included in the public space. Therefore, instead of 

only focusing on the experiences with human rights violation, the study found complex 

patterns of inclusion and exclusion for girls with disabilities in and out of education.  

To study the experiences of girls with disabilities in relation to social and 

educational participation, we ran a query5 using the Nvivo software to determine the 

ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ human rights specifically relating to education. The result shows 

that most participants had negative experiences relating to education. Specifically, the 

girls described experiences of lacking autonomy in making decisions regarding their 

                                                           
5 Query: a set of questions used to search and manage data. 
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educational experiences (57%)6. For example, they were not permitted to participate in 

some school outings, or they were not given a choice about going away for school. In 

some cases, they would have preferred to stay closer to their families. They experienced 

situations that made them feel negatively about their personal values or dignity (81%) 

and often felt that boys were treated better than girls in school. Many situations 

involved being bullied by their peers. The largest percentage of girls experienced 

discrimination and inequality, exclusion based on difference and disrespect (each 86%). 

These findings reflect the intersection between the individual identities and the 

institutional structure. For example, the legal protections of girls with disabilities in 

policy and law, and the lack thereof, in and beyond education, were identified as the key 

institutional factors impacting the experiences of girls with disabilities (Nguyen & 

Mitchell, 2014). This barrier was expressed by girls with disabilities, including the lack of 

understanding from their teachers and peers for their learning differences, being 

discriminated against by their peers because of their language and family backgrounds, 

and being treated unfairly in classroom situation that required accommodation of their 

needs. In other instances, both positive and negative experiences were identified by the 

participants, demonstrating the complexity of interpreting their human rights 

experiences of girls with disabilities. The next sections will look at these and additional 

findings more closely. 

 

Participation, Inclusion and Accessibility 
 

Access to education. Girls with disabilities faced multiple barriers to and in education. In 

terms of access to education, specifically schooling, the girls were enrolled in different 

levels and types of education. Figure 3 shows the number and percentage of girls 

accessing various levels and types of schooling. 

 

Education Level # of Girls  Percentage 

No Access to Education 3 14.29% 

Primary Education   

     Inclusive School 3 14.29% 

     Special School  1 4.76% 

     Drop Out from School 2 9.52% 

Secondary Education   

     Lower (Inclusive) 11 52.38% 

                                                           
6 The percentage was calculated based on the total number of instances the girls mentioned about their 
experiences with human rights principles in the interviews.  
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     Upper (Inclusive) 1 4.76% 

Total 21 100% 

FIGURE 3: PERCENTAGE OF PARTICIPANTS BY ACCESS AND FORMS OF EDUCATION 
 

This table indicates that the majority of girls with disabilities who participated in 

the study had some access to education. In total, 11 of 21 girls, or 52.38% of the 

participants, had access to lower secondary education. Among all participants who 

received some level of education, only one of them was in special (segregated) 

education. Their access to education reflects the current trend in educating students 

with disabilities in mainstream educational settings. Noticeably, although a high 

percentage of girls had access to education, their educational outcomes, including the 

transition from school to work, were unsettling. A small number of girls with disabilities 

dropped out of school (9.52%) at the primary level. The level of education that the girls 

reached as related to their socio-economic status is indicated in Figure 4: 

 
FIGURE 2: LEVEL OF EDUCATION OF GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES BY SOCIO-ECONOMIC STATUS FOR GIRLS WITH 

DISABILITIES IN NORTH AND SOUTH OF TU LIEM DISTRICTS 
 

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

2

1 1 1

6

11

2

0

1

5

0

#
 o

f 
G

ir
ls

Level of Education

Level of Education by Socio-Economic Status

Lower Socio
Economic
Status

Working
Class



 - 23 - 

More girls in the lower socio-economic status did not have access to education.  

Interestingly, girls of the lower socio-economic status also had greater access to primary 

special schools and secondary education at both the lower and upper levels. Conversely, 

more girls of the working class had access to primary inclusive schools while the rate of 

drop out was the same for girls from each socio-economic status. Though it might be 

expected that a higher level of education would positively correlate with higher socio-

economic status, this correlation could not be made in this study. This is most likely due 

to a small sample size. 

 

 
FIGURE 5: LEVEL OF EDUCATION OF GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES BY TYPES OF IMPAIRMENT 

 

The level of education of girls with disabilities, however, varied significantly by 

types of impairment. Figure 5 shows that girls with intellectual impairments had no 

access to education or dropped out of primary school more than any other category of 

impairment. Girls with physical impairments also reached secondary school at the lower 

and upper levels more than girls in any other category. However, as previously 

indicated, a highest number of girls have physical (9) and intellectual (8) disabilities 

while fewer girls were represented from the other categories in this study. While this 
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challenges of inclusive education for accommodating the learning needs of girls with 

physical and intellectual disabilities at different levels of education.  

 

 
FIGURE 6: BARRIERS TO INCLUSION BY SOCIO-ECONOMIC GROUP FOR GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES IN NORTH 

AND SOUTH OF TU LIEM DISTRICTS 
 

Figure 6 demonstrates the barriers to inclusion by socio-economic status of girls 

with disabilities. It shows that girls with lower socio-economic status experienced more 

barriers to inclusion in education, in their family, and in social participation. Girls with 

disabilities for both socio-economic groups felt excluded primarily because their 

difference was not respected in schools. Regarding types of barriers, the participants 

believed that social and economic exclusion was the key barriers for their inclusion. At 

the same time, attention needs to be taken in relation to other types of barrier 

(institutional and legislative). Despite the fact that the participants did not identify 

institutional and legislative barriers in their interviews, there are existing challenges for 

their inclusion through a systemic analysis of policy and law. Some systemic barriers are 

identified in the Discussion (see also Nguyen, 2015; Nguyen & Mitchell, 2014; Nguyen et 

al., 2015).  

Figure 7 identifies the number of incidences of systemic discrimination 

experienced by girls with disabilities by comparing three forms of discrimination, 
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including disability and ethnicity, disability and poverty, and disability and gender. It 

shows that participants were more likely to recognize more systemic forms of 

discrimination when they got to higher levels of education. For example, participants at 

secondary level identified more systemic barriers associated with their ethnicity, 

poverty, and gender than those in primary schools. The intersection between and 

among these types of systemic barrier suggests that there were multiple levels of 

discrimination for girls with disabilities in and outside schools.  

 

 
FIGURE 7: SYSTEMIC DISCRIMINATION BY LEVEL OF EDUCATION FOR GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES IN NORTH 

AND SOUTH OF TU LIEM DISTRICTS 
 

The following section indicates the findings from qualitative research analysis. A 

number of key barriers for girls with disabilities in their schools, families, and public life 

were identified.  

 

Social attitude  
 

Ignorance. There were complex experiences of participation and inclusion for 

participants. Usually, these experiences revealed both inclusion and exclusion. There 

were significant challenges for girls with disabilities in having positive educational 
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relationships with their peers. For example, depending on different types and levels of 

impairment, the participants had different experiences with participation and inclusion.  

The barriers to inclusion and participation for girls with disabilities were manifested in 

the lack of inclusive and quality education. Specifically, although they had some access 

to education, the participants were not fully included in educational and social activities. 

They found it difficult to join other students in play or educational activities, and when 

possible, they were only able to participate in a limited way. For instance, when asked if 

she participated in activities at school, one girl with a physical impairment responded: 

ά¸ŜǎΣ L ŘƻΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ L Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŜƴƧƻȅ ƎƻƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ǎƛƎƘǘǎŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƻǳǊΦ .ǳǘ L ŎŀƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ŦŀǊΦέ 

The same girl described being helped up and down the stairs by close friends. She 

indicated that her teacher sometimes helped her carry her bag. However, regarding 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǎƘŜ ǘƻƭŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊǎΣ άL ŀƳ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŎƭŀǎǎΦέ .ȅ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǎƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ 

her teachers and peers ignored her presence in class. This experience reflects the 

invisibility of girls with disabilities in schools. 

 In many cases, the girls described being able to participate in some instances and 

being excluded in others. A girl with a physical impairment from a lower socio-economic 

Ŏƭŀǎǎ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ƘŀǇǇƛŜǎǘ ǿas to go to school with my friend and to make 

ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ Ƴȅ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦέ .ǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ƘŜǊ ǳƴƘŀǇǇƛŜǎǘΣ ǎƘŜ 

ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ƳŀŘŜ ƳŜ ǳƴƘŀǇǇƛŜǎǘ was some of them talking something badly behind my 

ōŀŎƪΦέ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŜŀǎŜŘ ƻǊ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ abnormal is a common situation many girls and 

boys with disabilities encountered in schools. The exclusion from play and educational 

activities negatively affected their dignity and educational relationships. A girl with 

hearing impairment described the complexity of exclusion through play and social 

interaction with the following observations: 

 

aȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭŜǘ ƳŜ Ƨƻƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƎŀƳŜǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ Ƴȅ ǎǇŜŜŎƘΦ L 

ŎŀƴΩǘ ƘŜŀǊ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǎƻ ƳƛǎǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ǿǊƻƴƎƭȅΧ L ŦŜŜƭ ǎŀŘΦ aȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ 

hate mŜΣ ȅŜǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƳŜΦ ¢ƘŀƴƘ ŀƴŘ bŀƳ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǳƴƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ 

my teacher, they had to clean the school yard because Thanh and Nam teased 

me. (Interview transcript with GwD 16) 

 

Depending on their disability and impairment7, participants faced different barriers. The 

girl with a hearing impairment in this case faced significant barriers to her participation. 

Her access to mainstream education was conditioned by means of communication, 

                                                           
7 In this study, we use disability and impairment as two interrelated categories affecting the participation 
of girls with disabilities. Disability is a social construct reflecting the experiences and identities of girls with 
different types of impairment through their interaction with the social world. By contrast, impairment 
refers to the consequences of social, economic, and political forces on the individual body. Both 
categories reject the assumption that disability or impairment is a personal problem irrespective of their 
social contexts (See Connell, 2011; Erevelles, 2011; Soldatic & Grech, 2014).  
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which was misunderstood by her peers. As a consequence, she was marginalized from 

educational participation. Thus, her social and educational relationships were limited by 

the lack of an accessible approach that supports her communication in school. 

 

Social exclusion  
 

Exclusion. Girls with disabilities faced exclusion on a daily basis. The most obvious 

dimension of exclusion was exclusion from the classroom. Data from their drawings, 

photos, and stories demonstrated ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

schools and from their classrooms. For example, in picturƛƴƎ άŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƴƻǘ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘέΣ ŀ 

participant took image of being forced to leave the classroom because she had 

άƴŀǳƎƘǘȅέ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊǎΦ !ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǘƻƻƪ ŀƴ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ƭƻŎƪŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

classroom as a vivid representation of being excluded from education. Clearly, although 

these photos were symbolic representations of what the participants wanted to convey 

in their messages, they also signified their experiences with exclusion in their everyday 

realities. 

 

Violence 
 

Bullying. Bullying is a form of violence taking place in and out of school. Girls with 

disabilities experienced bullying by being hit, pushed, robbed of money, forced to do 

domestic work, or attacked by their peers 

verbally or physically. In their visual 

productions, girls with disabilities were asked 

to take photos that reflect their feelings and 

experiences of being included and not 

included. The photo to the right (Image 1), 

taken by a group of girls who were given the 

ǇǊƻƳǇǘ άCŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ and feeling not 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣέ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ two girls fighting each 

ƻǘƘŜǊΦ !ǎ ǎƘƻǿƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘƛƻƴΥ άǘƘƛǎ ǇƘƻǘƻ 

ǎƘƻǿǎ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ǉǳƭƭ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƘŀƛǊΦ 

5ƻƴΩǘ Ǌǳƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǘŀƛǊǎΦ 

5ƻƴΩǘ ǎƭƛǇ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƛǊǎΦ 5ƻƴΩǘ Ǉƭŀȅ ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ 

ƎŀƳŜǎΦέ 

These incidences of bullying happened more frequently to girls with intellectual 

disabilities. Data showed that more than half of the participants mentioned their 

experiences with violence in schools or in their families in their interviews. We identified 

IMAGE 1: PHOTOGRAPHS PRODUCED BY CHU 

THI ANH MAY, AGED 14, IN RESPONSE TO THE 

PROMPT, άCEELING INCLUDED AND NOT 

INCLUDEDΣέ HANOI, 2014 
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12 girls in total who experienced bullying. The causes of bullying were attributed to their 

disability, gender, and ethnicity and in other cases to both gender and disability (Nguyen 

et al., 2015). This in-depth analysis showed that many girls were hit and bullied in 

school. The perpetuators identified were teachers, parents, and non-disabled peers. For 

example, a participant experienced hitting by a teacher, another by parents and still 

another in the work place. Sometimes the violence took other forms such as throwing 

things at the girls or pulling at them. For example, a participant had a boy put bones in 

her soup yet the teacher still forced her to eat it. Among the girls who experienced 

violence, girls with intellectual impairment experienced different forms of violence such 

as bullying and physical abuse. While we can not make claims about the extent of the 

violence against girls with intellectual impairments, compared to other groups, it is clear 

that this is an area for further research.8 

 Figure 8 below shows forms of violence by type of impairment. 

 

 
FIGURE 8: INCIDENCE OF VIOLENCE BY TYPE OF IMPAIRMENT 

 

                                                           
8 Due to the small sample used in this study, we cannot conclude that girls with intellectual impairments 
experienced higher incidences of violence. This incidence needs further research in order to examine the 
extent to which they experienced violence, compared to other groups.  
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 This chart reflects a challenging picture facing girls with disabilities in their schools, 

families, and communities. The participants indicated their experiences with violence 

through their interviews and through ΨǎǘŀƎƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƘƻǘƻǎ ς that is, the role play 

indicates their experiences with violence. They showed that school bullying happened to 

many girls with different types of impairment. Girls with intellectual impairment 

depicted many incidences of violence. In many cases, they did not have anyone to 

whom they could report the incidences.  

 Noticeably, this graph only indicates incidences where the participants revealed 

being physically or verbally abused. It is possible that the participants with other 

categories of impairment may have faced similar forms of violence but these incidences 

were not revealed due to the ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǘƛƎƳŀΦ  

 

Gender-based violence9. In general, girls with disabilities felt they were treated more 

poorly than boys with disabilities. Although they did not decipher the reason for being 

treated differently, they identified situations where discrimination took place on the 

basis of gender. Boys received favourable treatment over girls, such as having more care 

and being able to stay outside of the centre. Girls with intellectual disabilities were more 

ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ Ƙƛǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀ ƎƛǊƭ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ά¢ƘŜȅ ǘƘǊŜǿ ƳŜ 

ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ŏƭŀǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǘ ƳŜέ όInterview transcript with GwD17). Another girl said that 

ά¢ƘŜȅ ǎƭŀǇǇŜŘ ƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜƴΣ L ǿŜƴǘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ŎǊƛŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻȅǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜŀǘ ƳŜ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŎǊƛŜŘέ όInterview transcript with 

GwD18). In these instances, it is obvious that gender has factored in the violence against 

girls with disabilities through their relationships.  

 

Domestic violence. While most participants felt that they were cared for and supported 

by their families, domestic violence happened to girls with intellectual disabilities more 

frequently than girls with other types of impairment. Domestic violence took many 

forms such as blaming, scolding, hitting or physical abuse. The same girl with intellectual 

disabilities said that she was verbally abused by her mother many times because she did 

ƴƻǘ Řƻ ǿŜƭƭ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ {ƘŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ άaȅ ƳƻƳΩǎ ǎŎƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǎŜƭŦ-Ǉƛǘȅέ 

(Interview transcript with GwD17). Another girl also expressed her fear of being 

punished at home if she did not perform well in schools. Domestic violence negatively 

affected the identity, personality, and well-being of girls with disabilities in and out of 

schools.  

                                                           
9 In this study, we identified bullying as a category when the cause of violence is not directly attributed to 

gender. We identify incidence of gender-based violence when the incidence is directly or indirectly 

attributed to gender, which causes discrimination between boys and girls. 
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Other types of violence in institutions. Other incidences of violence took place in schools 

and in the institution due to the difference in terms of language and ethnicity. The 

intersection between disability and ethnicity has increased types of discrimination that 

disabled girls are facing. For example, a girl described feeling discriminated against 

because she is a member of an ethnic minority. As the daughter of a solider during the 

war and coming from an ethnic minority, she told the interviewer that mopping the 

ŦƭƻƻǊ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ άŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ƘƻƳŜέ ς the type of home for ethnic minorities in 

highland regions in Vietnam. Her unfamiliarity with cleaning the floor (a house-cleaning 

activity tends to be associated with urban lifestyle) in the center triggered the types of 

discrimination and violence against her ethnicity ōȅ ƘŜǊ ǊƻƻƳƳŀǘŜǎΦ !ǎ ǎƘŜ ǎŀƛŘΥ άL ŦŜƭǘ 

they hated me, like discrimination. BecŀǳǎŜ LΩƳ ŀƴ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅΩǎ ƎƛǊƭΣ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

call me ΨethnicΩ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦέ /ƭŜŀǊƭȅΣ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

disabilities and girls with ethnic minorities signifies the lack of inclusive culture in both 

schools and institutions where the participants stayed over the course of their training. 

 

Inequity in schools and in the family 
 

Clearly, these incidences demonstrated that girls with disabilities faced 

inequality and discrimination in and out of schools. Their experiences with 

discrimination and inequality in schools, in the family, and in the public spaces indicate 

inequity for girls with disabilities. Different from the caring relationships that most girls 

experienced at home, the attitude of, and relationships with, teachers and peers were 

more complex in school. The participants were generally marginalized by their 

classmates in school. They experienced negative attitude from peers, which appeared to 

be a common experience for girls and boys with disabilities at all ages. Below, we 

identify a number of typical forms of discrimination that were revealed by the 

participants. 

 

Lack of resources and support. Participants identified the lack of resources (e.g., books 

and tuition) as one of the barriers for their participation in schools. The participants with 

lower socio-economic status expressed their need for resources more often. For 

example, a girl with intellectual impairment ǎŀƛŘΥ άL ǿŀƴƴŀ ƎŜǘ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ Ƴȅ ǘǳƛǘƛƻƴ 

ŦŜŜǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎέ όInterview transcript with GwD17). She 

also wished her teachers would buy her clothes and books. Another girl with intellectual 

impairment from a lower socio-economic status said that she wanted to have support in 

tuition so that it could be easier for her to study. As many participants came from a 

lower socio-economic background, the lack of funding and financial assistance in school 

were identified as the key challenge for their schooling.  
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 At the same time, it is important to note that resources were just among many 

substantive needs identified by the participants. Participants also highlighted the needs 

for inclusive play and positive social relationships with their friends and teachers. These 

needs were mentioned with higher frequency than resources per se10. As such, inequity 

in schools should be interpreted at both levels of the lack of resources and inclusivity in 

public education.  

.  

Unequal treatment. Participants experienced discrimination through their relationships 

with their teachers. Unequal treatment happŜƴŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

considered less important than others with the same situation. A girl with visual 

impairment who attended vocational training (and thus no longer attended public 

education) shared experiences that other students with disabilities had when being 

treated discriminatorily by the teachers in her school: 

 

Participant 2: In school, the teachers usually discriminate against those from the 

center [of children with disabilities], so most of us from the center are now 

sitting in the last row.  

Interviewer 3: So sitting in the last row is required by your teacher or can you 

choose your own group? 

Participant 2: Sitting here is organized by our teachers. Teachers do not let 

friends sit together because they would talk. At class, there are usually four 

groups, and I usually sit in the third and fourth group (Interview transcript with 

GwD2).  

 

According to some participants, teachers discriminated against girls with disabilities by 

treating them unfavorably, compared to other non-disabled students. Hoa shared her 

experƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ ǳƴŜǉǳŀƭ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀǳǎŜŘ ƘŜǊ ƻǳǘǊŀƎŜ: 

 

I remember this situation when I was in the first grade. I did my test more slowly 

than my peers. They had already left the class when I was still writing. My 

teacher did not put my finished test into her rucksack but talked with other 

teachers and used my test to sit on. At that moment I felt really sad. Because I 

                                                           
10 In their interviews, some participants wanted to have resources such as having reference books and 

lower tuition fees. This was usually raised by participants with lower socio-economic status. This 

recommendation, however, was not reflected in their policy posters. Rather, the participants expressed 

their primary concerns about physical infrastructure such as elevators, ramps and flat roads. 
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ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ŀǎ Ƴȅ ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǇŜǊ ŀǎ 

rubbish and sat on it (Interview transcript with GWD2). 

 

Clearly, the teacherΩs negative attitude to her disability caused her negative feeling 

about schooling. In this case, the participant said that because of her visual impairment, 

the teacher assumed that the paper did not have any value. This attitude negatively 

affected her learning experience and social relationships in school.  

In other instances, however, teachers have been found to enhance the 

participation of students. For example, in one school, a participant said that άǎƻƳŜ 

ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ Řƻ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ŎŀǘŎƘ ǳǇ 

ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ !ƴȅ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ ǎƘƻǿƴΦέ (Interview transcript with GwD11). Yet, 

very few students described only positive experiences of participation in schools.  

 

Marginalization. Marginalization is a form of exclusion caused by systemic 

discrimination against groups and individuals by disability, gender, race, or ethnicity. 

The misrecognition of disadvantaged groups and individuals tends to go unnoticed. The 

intersection between the disadvantaged socio-economic status and disability intensified 

these challenges. For example, a girl with intellectual impairment said about her school 

distance, 

 

The most difficult thing is that my house is very far away from the school. At the 

beginning, my mother was busy picking me from my house to the school and 

vice versa. It was very hard. Gradually, I asked my mother for permission to go to 

school by myself. My mother agreed but she still worried a lot (Interview 

transcript with GwD1).    

 

When comparing girls with disabilities and boys with disabilities, participants 

held that boys received better treatment than girls. Others felt that boys and girls with 

disabilities were treated the same regarding disability-related discrimination, but girls 

faced more gender-based violence compared to boys. As a result, they faced higher 

level of marginalization than other groups. A girl with physical disabilities said that she 

had to go through the road with a flood so she was late for school. Another girl told a 

story of being discriminated against on the bus. A bus driver forced her to get off the 

bus when her basket (used to sell her handicraft products) was taking more space on 

the bus. Marginalization was more common for teenage girls (and young women) when 

they participated into work and public services.    

 

Multiple discrimination. Lƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

discrimination were caused by more than one factor. This form of discrimination was 

multi-faceted. As we mentioned in a previous example, the girl with disabilities who was 
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sent to the Vietnam Friendship Village from an ethnic minority said that her grandma 

ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ƘŜǊ ǎǘŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǇƻƻǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

not afford paying her tuition. She told that she was discriminated by her friends who 

called ƘŜǊ ŀƴ άŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƎƛǊƭέ ƛƴ ŎƭŀǎǎΦ {ƘŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ Ƙƻǿ her teacher talked about 

her ethnic ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘΥ άǿƘŜƴ L ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊ ŀōƻǳǘ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜǎΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǎŀƛŘ 

ΨǎƘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅ ǎƻ ǎƘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘέ όInterview transcript with G11). 

Clearly, while this instance indicated ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀtion in 

education, it also showed that her social situation was affected by the intersection 

among disability, poverty, and ethnicity.  

 Interestingly, other incidences of discrimination were also revealed through the 

interviews when the participants talked about their peers. For example, when an 

interviewer asked if anyone from ethnic minorities was also treated unequally like her, a 

participant (from a non-ethnic background) ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜȅ ώthe students from 

ŜǘƘƴƛŎ ƳƛƴƻǊƛǘȅϐ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎέ ŀƴŘ άare also treated poorlyέ (Interview transcript 

with GwD1). However, when asked if poor (non-disabled) students were treated the 

ǎŀƳŜ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǎƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘέ όInterview transcript with GwD1). Clearly, the 

levels of discrimination varied by types of impairment and by their intersection with 

other forms of identities. Thus, girls with disabilities experienced multiple layers of 

discrimination because they were perceived as different from the norm. 

 

Prejudices against women and girls with disabilities. In the focus group with women 

with disabilities, all women said that they had been treated unfairly in their everyday 

lives. This was manifested through degrading language, negative attitudes, legal barriers 

and physical accessibility; yet, the lack of dignity, autonomy, and personal needs of 

women with disabilities went largely unrecognized. They identified the main cause of 

unequal treatment as based on societal prejudice. In addition, both women and girls 

with disabilities felt that they were considered as throwaways, abnormal or deformed 

individuals. They were seen as though they were incapable of doing anything. These 

social preconceptions led some women and girls with disabilities to internalize their 

difference as inferior to the norm.  

Additionally, the participants recognized that inaccessible environment, the lack 

of positive attitude, and the lack of assistive services prevented them from participating 

in many social activities on an equal basis with others. They felt that experiences were 

usually ignored or left out by members in their communities. For example, a woman 

with disabilities felt that nobody had cared about her individual experiences. Many 

women with disabilities, she explained, thought that they did not deserve to be cared 

for. Similarly, another woman with disabilities revealed that she was asked many 

impolite questions about her ability to complete her tasks due to her disability in her 

lifetime.  
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Positive support in the family. Interestingly, despite these forms of discrimination and 

prejudice, the girls still felt included in their home and family life. They believed that 

their families supported them to join school.  For example, when asked if her family 

ƭƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊΣ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ ά¸ŜǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ L Ǝƻ home, people 

welcome me and tell me fun storiesΦέ aŀƴȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 

ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΦ {ƻƳŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛōƭƛƴƎǎ ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΩ 

love of them. They produced drawings depicting their hopes for inclusion in family life in 

their future with hopes for a family of their own. This can be seen in the drawing below: 

 

 
IMAGE 2: MY TEACHER AND FRIENDSΦέ DRAWING PRODUCED BY DO THUY TRANG, AGED 17, IN 

RESPONSE TO THE PROMPT, άaE AND MY COMMUNITYέΣ HANOI 2014 
.  

In most cases, having a supportive and caring family was an important factor 

ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎ ŀǘ ƘƻƳŜΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀǎƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ 

who they would like to show their drawings or photos to, many participants identified 

their sisters or family members. In the workshops, we recognized that the girl with a 

hearing impairment was far more confident when her mother could join her. Similarly, 

another participant with intellectual impairment had her father support her in all 

educational and social activities. Although some parents tend to over-protect their 

children, parents played the central role in advocating for their children to be included 

ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ όbƎǳȅen, field 

note in February 2015). As such, a positive family relationship was seen as highly 

important for girls with disabilities to feel included.  

 

Dignity: Feeling included in schools 
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The qualitative analysis using Nvivo software illustrated that participants had 

some positive experiences in schools. At the same time, their negative experiences with 

the expression of dignity were evident: In total we recorded 78 references regarding 

positive dignity, compared to 99 references regarding negative dignity in education. The 

most direct cause of their negative dignity can be attributed to the attitudes of their 

peers and teachers in schools.  

Participants reported that they were often teased or bullied by other students. 

The teasing involved name calling. FoǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ŀ άŘƛƳ-

ǎƛƎƘǘŜŘ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴέ ƻǊ άŀ ƘŀƴŘƛŎŀǇǇŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘέ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭŀǎǎƳŀǘŜǎΦ ! мн-year old girl with 

ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘŜŀǎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŀȅΥ άL 

was sad when the junior friends called me one-handed sister. Babies called me the 

ŀƭƛŜƴΧ L ŦŜŜƭ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ L ŀƳ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ from others around me. I feel I 

ŀƳ ǎƳŀƭƭŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ 

experience indicates that she wŀǎ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ǇŜŜǊǎΩ 

attitude. 

These findings indicate that girls with disabilities did not feel they were being 

included in schools. Their experience of being regarded as difference from others 

negatively affected their dignity and their social relationships in schools. They 

experienced labelling on a daily basis, and this appeared to have happened to girls of all 

ages and types of impairment. Labelling was manifested in a typical way: (non-disabled) 

friends called their (disabled) friends by their impairments, rather than by their names. 

!ǎ ǎǳŎƘΣ ƭŀōŜƭƭƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŘƛƎƴƛǘȅΦ ²Ŝ ŦƻǳƴŘ 

that this experience was internalized when, for instance, a girl with intellectual 

disabilities who said that she was isolated from playing with her friends said that her 

intellectual impairment was a primary cause for her friends to marginalize her. She 

assumed that the conversations between non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜ άƳƻǊŜ Ŧǳƴέ ǘƘŀƴ ƻƴŜ 

between disabled people.  

Lƴ ǎƘƻǊǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ their self-worth was a form of 

internalization which was perpetuated by the dominant assumption that disability is 

useless and boring, which some participants perceived. The lack of acceptance from 

schools and from their non-disabled peers regarding their difference negatively affected 

their well-being.  

 

Autonomy: the right to make decisions at home and in schools 
 

Although participants felt a sense of autonomy in the home and in the 

community, we found that girls with disabilities were prohibited from their right to 

choose the schools they wanted to attend. Their parents and caretakers made decisions 

regarding their education. Autonomy refers to the dimensions to which individuals can 
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make choices about situations affecting them in different social contexts. The 

relationships with their families, schools, communities, and friends affected their ability 

to make informed decisions. These experiences were complex and multi-faceted. In 

their interviews, for instance, participants showed both positive and negative 

experiences with making decisions about their schooling. A participant told the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƳŀƪŜ άƘŀƭŦέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎǳǇǇƻrt 

her decision. This text showed her participation into decision-making at home; yet 

through an unequal power relationship between parent-children: 

 

Interviewer 9: Did you choose yourself or your parents choose for you?  

Participant 1: I chose. 

LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊ фΥ ¦ƘƳΧ ¸ƻǳ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ school, right? Did your choice affect 

your life? 

Participant 1: No 

Interviewer 9: If it did not affect your life, so your parents could choose for you, 

right?  

Participant 1: no, my mother chose a half, and I chose the remains.  

Interviewer 9: Howdo you feel when you let your mother choose a half? 

Participant 1: Because my mom approved all my activities at home, in term of 

studying issues, my brother asked for my opinion, if I agreed, my mother would 

also agree.   

 

Yet, in a moment later in the interview, she expressed her regret for having to go to a 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻΦ {ƘŜ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ άƻǊŘŜǊέ ōȅ ƘŜǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ 

ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴΣ άŎŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŜŘέΥ 

 

Interviewer 9: Did you choose to enrol to this school?  

Participant 1: If I had a right to choose, I would not choose to go to this school 

Interviewer 9: Who did choose this school for you? 

Participant 1: my mom 

 LƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜǊ фΥ 5ƻ ȅƻǳ ŦŜŜƭ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ȅƻǳΚ  

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ мΥ aȅ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ƳŜ ōǳǘΧ  

Interviewer 9: Which effects? 

Participant мΥ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ Ŧǳƴ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƴ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǎǘǳŘȅ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ aƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǊŘŜǊ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ǊŜǎƛǎǘŜŘΦ 

 

This excerpt demonstrates the influence of parents on the experience of the girl with 

disabilities in decision-making. As a common case for childhood experience in 

Vietnamese culture, parents tend to care for their children, especially those with 

disabilities, by making decisions for them, instead of letting them decide their schooling. 
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LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩs authority is assumed to dominate in most cases, including those 

in the Western context, this is usually the case in Vietnamese culture. In other words, an 

unequal power relationship between the mother and her daughter usually places 

restriction on their ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ Ŧƻr instance, the 

ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƘŜǊ ǊƛƎƘǘ ǘƻ 

choose schools. In other cases, however, the participants felt supported in some areas 

of educational decision making and not in others.  

For many participants in this study, vocational training required moving from 

their families (usually from another province) into Hanoi. For example, some girls had to 

move from Ba Vi or Tuyen Quang provinces to Hanoi to take vocational training, where 

they worked and studied in a designated center. A participant from an ethnic minority 

said she would rather be at home, but at the same time recognized the value of being at 

the center instead. Her parents made the decision for her to move to Hanoi. Autonomy, 

in these instances, becomes more difficult to decipher. This disadvantaged socio-

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛƻƴΦ  

In other cases, we also found that the girls who were in their early twenties 

could not make decisions for their future relationships with their partners because of 

prejudices against their disabilities. Their experience replicated ǘƘŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ 

Many women experienced profound prejudices due to the cultural assumption that 

disability is asexual. They experienced this prejudice in their community and family lives. 

This experience was more poignant for girls and women at an older age than younger 

one. For example, two participants told the interviewers that they could not sustain 

their relationships with their partners because of the prejudice from their families. 

Although these experiences with autonomy, and the lack there of, were not directly 

related to education, they indicate that girls with disabilities lacked autonomy to make 

decision in relation to their personal lives.  

 

Respect for difference: Experiences of disability identity in 
educational settings   
 

Data from both interviews and visual discussions also revealed complex 

interactions between disability and the social contexts in which the participants shaped 

their identities. For example, the participant who previously described not being 

allowed to join games because students diŘƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘΣ άL ƘŀǾŜ 

repeated many times, peƻǇƭŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ƳŜ ȅŜǘΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ Ŏŀƴ ǎǘƻǇ ƭƛǎǘŜƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

ƳŜΦέ (Interview transcript with GwD16)Φ ¸Ŝǘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƘŀǇǇƛŜǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ Ƴȅ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƳŀƪŜ ƳŜ ŦŜŜƭ ǎŀŦŜΦέ (Interview transcript 

with GwD16). This suggests that she experienced both positive and negative 
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relationships in school.  Similarly, one girl with a physical impairment described being 

excluded but still feeling respected at times,  

 

I did not have friends at that time so no respect, but there were some people 

who did not play with me but still respected me. They respected me in a way 

that although they did not play with me, they did not tease me, but someone 

hated me and they teased me and made me sad. (Interview transcript with 

GwD1)  

 

Participants shared a lack of respect for difference in school more so than in families or 

in the community. One girl explained ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭǳƴǘŜŜǊǎΩ reaction to disability in the 

ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǿŀȅΥ ά¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǘŜΣ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭ ǎŎŀǊŜŘΧǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ŦŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

illƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ (Interview transcript with GwD11). Other experiences of 

ŘƛǎǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘŜŘΥ άL Ŧƻǳƴd they disrespect me; ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ 

ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ L ŘƛŘ Ƴȅ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ōǳǘ ƭŀǳƎƘŜŘ ŀǘ ƳŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ L ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪōƻŀǊŘΦέ 

(Interview transcript with GwD13). Thus, the lack of respect for difference was 

ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭΩǎ feeling of 

powerlessness in school. 

These experiences, however, were not entirely negative. Some positive 

eȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜǾŜŀƭŜŘΣ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ 

themselves. For instance, when asked about her feelings of learning in her vocational 

centerΣ ƻƴŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎŀƛŘΥ άL ŦŜŜƭ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L Ŏŀƴ ƭƛǾŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ƳŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅΩƭƭ ǎȅƳǇŀǘƘƛȊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ L ƴŜŜŘƴΩǘ ŦŜŜƭ ǎƘȅέ (Interview 

transcript with GwD14). In describing a teacher with whom she could share, the same 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ǎŀƛŘΣ άΧ ǎƘŜΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƻŎƛŀōƭŜΦ {ƘŜ ǘǊŜŀǘǎ ǳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎΣ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ. So I can 

ǎƘŀǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŀƭƭ ǎŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǇǇȅ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀƭƭ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŘƻΣ ǘƻƻΦέ (Interview 

transcript with GwD14). Their stories also reflected their positive relationships with their 

community. For example, when asked about community experiences, a participant 

shared her experience of being helped by a man who realized that she had been waiting 

to cross the road.  

Clearly, the care and respect of the community for their disability played a 

ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƭŦΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

narratives indicated the role of societal awareness of their difference, which played a 

significant impact on the ways girls with disabilities felt about themselves and their 

experiences with inclusion and exclusion. In some instances, the bio-medical model of 

disability was revealed through the ways the participants talked about their disability; 

for instance, the degree to which difference was recognized and respected varied by 

types of impairment. In other instances, they associated disability with the socio-cultural 

contexts in which they participate. In short, the girls with disabilities in this project 

described complex experiences with the five human rights principles of autonomy, 
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dignity, non-discrimination and equality, participation, inclusion and accessibility, and 

respect for difference.  

 

Discussion 
Barriers to and from Education: A Holistic Approach 

 

The findings showed that there were various forms of exclusion facing girls and 

women with disabilities in enjoying and exercising their educational rights. They also 

indicated that although the global imperative for fostering human rights of people with 

disabilities had generated some positive conditions for including girls with disabilities in 

Vietnam, there were limitations for the Vietnamese government to use this inclusion 

approach while at the same time maintaining its welfare model in disability and 

education policy. An understanding of the context of inclusion for girls with disabilities 

in Vietnam is important for making sense of educational rights of girls with disabilities. 

To unpack existing barriers to inclusion in and from education, we used a holistic 

approach, allowing us to understand these systemic barriers.  

 

Competing Models of Disability Laws and Policies 
 

The current Vietnamese legal and social framework on disability is modeled 

within a framework of welfare laws and policies, which prohibits acts of discrimination 

against people with disabilities. However, welfare laws and policies are based on the 

medical model of disability, which sees an individual impairment as a precondition for 

welfare entitlements (Degener, 2003). In this welfare approach, individuals are treated 

on the basis of individual needs rather than human rights provisions. There are 

limitations in using this approach as an overall framework for disability policy, as well as 

in modeling this approach in education.  

The Law on Persons with Disabilities (SRV, 2010) aims to advance the rights of 

persons with disabilities in Vietnam. Its legal provisions, however, are not clearly aligned 

with a human rights framework. The law maintains the medical model of disability as a 

precondition for establishing eligibility criteria for welfare provisions. Article 3 of the 

Law on Persons with Disabilities establishes three categories of disability, including 

άǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣέ άǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΣέ ŀƴŘ 

άǇŜǊǎƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳƛƭŘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ό{w±Σ нлмлΣ !ǊǘƛŎƭŜ оύΦ ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣ 

ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǘȅǇŜέ ŀƴŘ άŘŜƎǊŜŜέ ƻŦ ƛƳǇŀƛǊƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǎ ǘƘǳǎ ŀ ǇǊŜŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

authorities to decide who gets what, based on the pre-determined criteria for 

establishing eligible entitlements. In other words, despite an anti-discrimination law, 

disability continues to be constructed as a medical and personal problem. This approach 
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to disability does not take into account the environmental, political and social factors 

impeding the full participation of people with disabilities. Regulations for providing 

social assistance is based on the type and degree of disability. 

While this legal provision for people with disabilities is necessary for giving 

people with disabilities access to social services, it is not universal.  Prejudices against 

people with disabilities are not eliminated. Instead, the medical approach to disability 

serves to justify individual needs on a case by case basis. Article 27.1 of the Law on 

Persons with Disabilities ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŀōƭŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

with disabilities to study in an ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ƳŀƴƴŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ό[ŀǿ 

on Persons with Disabilities, SRV, 2010). Its legal provisions include being accepted in 

school at a later age than regulated by the government, being exempted from some 

educational content or subject that the individual cannot fulfil [due to the disability], 

and being provided with educational equipment in support of their learning (SRV, 2010, 

!ǊǘƛŎƭŜ нтΦнύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƘǊŀǎŜ άŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ 

ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎέ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘǎ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƛƳŀǊƛƭȅ ŦƻǊ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ 

ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦέ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ǿŀǊǊŀƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ 

access education and to be fully included in public education. This approach does not 

enhance social justice for all. 

The study found that although a significant number of girls with disabilities in 

this study had access to primary and secondary education, their inclusion varied by 

socio-economic status and by types of disability. Figure 4 showed competing trends for 

girls with disabilities in Tu Liem districts: Girls with lower socio-economic status were 

more likely to lack access to education, but when they could get access to education, 

they were likely to proceed to lower and upper secondary level. Additionally, it 

appeared that the SE status was not the primary factor determining access to education 

for girls with disabilities in this study. By contrast, access to education was skewed by 

types of impairment. As shown in Figure 5, girls with physical disabilities had more 

access to education than girls with intellectual disabilities. The majority of participants 

who had access to secondary education had physical or visual/hearing disabilities. By 

contrast, girls with intellectual disabilities were more likely to have no education. Those 

who had enrolled in primary schools dropped out or repeated their grades (9.1%). Thus, 

having an access to education does not ensure positive process and outcomes of 

education.  

At the same time, a small number of girls who dropped out from schools may 

suggest that there was some degree of support for the education of girls with disabilities 

in Tu Liem district in the family and in educational sectors. The experiences of girls with 

disabilities were both positive and negative, indicating that there is potential for 

building a more inclusive culture in education, where their voices could be more 

included (De Lange et al., 2015; Mitchell et al., 2015; Nguyen et al., 2015).  
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Systemic Discrimination: Disability, Gender, Ethnicity & Socio-
economic Status 
 

UNICEF (2013) notes that girls with disabilities faced high risks of child labour, 

such as caring for their siblings in disadvantaged situation. In different types of societies, 

a gender hierarchy still exists and it further disadvantages girls from equal access to 

health care, education, and social protection. The General Comment 9 of the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (2006) observes:  

 

Girls with disabilities are often even more vulnerable to discrimination due to 

gender discrimination. In this context, States parties are requested to pay 

particular attention to girls with disabilities by taking the necessary measures, 

and when needed extra measures, in order to ensure that they are well 

protected, have access to all services and are fully included in society. (p. 33) 

 

This study found that while participants received some levels of access to 

education, they faced systemic barriers to inclusion and participation. As we have 

indicated, access to educational services only revealed one particular dimension of their 

educational rights (Rioux, 2013). That is, an understanding of whether girls with 

disabilities had access to education could not represent a holistic picture of education 

and social justice. We delved into more systemic dimensions of institutional inclusion 

and exclusion to understand access, inclusion, and participation more holistically.  

The analysis of the in-depth interviews showed that both boys and girls with 

disabilities experienced different forms and levels of discrimination. There were 

incidences of multiple discrimination for girls with disabilities. Girls with disabilities 

faced prejudice against their disability in their everyday life. They were usually regarded 

ŀǎ ΨƭŀŎƪƛƴƎΣΩ ΨŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘΣΩ ŀƴŘ ΨŘȅǎŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭΩ ōȅ ƴon-disabled peers. As such, the disabling 

assumption that disabled people do not have value for their lives was institutionally and 

culturally constructed. These systemic forms of discrimination need to be addressed 

within educational policy and within a broader socio-cultural conditions. 

The cultural and societal prejudice against disabled boys and girls, based on the 

assumption that they are abnormal, was common. In Vietnamese culture, being born as 

a girl is usually seen as a disappointment to her family. Consequently, women and girls 

are not given favourable conditions to fully participate in social activities, make 

decisions and access education. This systemic discrimination is reflected through this 

study. In our fieldwork, for instance, although the experiences of boys with disabilities 

were not directly observed (they were noted through ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘŜǊǎΩ observation and 

understanding of the interviews), it appeared that the experiences of boys and girls with 

discrimination intersected with their sexuality and disability. The cultural perception of 
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disability as abnormal negatively affected the identities of both boys and girls with 

disabilities. A girl told the story of her classmate with Down syndrome, saying that, 

 

Χ because he was too fat. Moreover, when studying biology, there was a lesson 

about the human body and the diseases, my friends figured out that he had 

Down syndrome so they teased him that he drank a lot of tea to get Down 

syndrome (Interview transcript with GwD 13).  

 

Yet, adolescent girls with disabilities faced more challenges to inclusion when the 

education system was perceived to be reserved only for more capable individuals. 

!ōƭŜƛǎƳΣ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ based on the 

dominant ideology about ability and normalcy, was manifested in the ways disabled 

bodies were perceived as imperfect. Ableism shaped the public perception of what it 

means to be abnormal (Titchkosky, 2011). The difference was assumed to be 

rehabilitated or corrected by some normative standards. The attitudes of their teachers 

and the marginalization of their social position in the classroom, reported by girls with 

different categories of impairment, showed an ablest assumption that school and the 

public space were used for more able-bodied people. This assumption led to 

marginalization of both boys and girls with disabilities. 

At the same time, gender played a significant role in reinforcing the normative 

assumption that girls with disabilities are not valued in their families and societies. For 

example, girls with disabilities faced more challenges in terms of access to education. 

They experienced different forms of discrimination, violence, and societal prejudice in 

their families and in schools. The intersection between ableism and sexism was 

manifested in the assumption that women and girls with disabilities could not marry, 

and even when getting married, they might have children who are disabled like them. 

This gender-based prejudice was applied to girls with disabilities, suggesting that they 

were more disadvantaged than boys with disabilities (See also Discrimination). Girls with 

disabilities also witnessed other children, boys and girls, experiencing discrimination.   

The intersection between disability and gender appeared to be the main factor causing 

the negative experiences with education and social participation (see Figure 7). The 

degree of violence varied by types of disability. This finding rejects the general 

assumption that girls with disabilities face similar forms of violence in all contexts. 

Rather, it suggests that some girls, such as those with intellectual disabilities, faced 

more barriers to participation than others. It is therefore important that educational 

authorities develop measures to protect them from different forms of violence they 

faced in schools and in their families.  

It is evident, then, that discrimination against girls with disabilities was systemic, 

and this happened not only in Vietnam but also in other countries (e.g., Ghai, 2012; 

Frohmader & Meekosha, 2012). The intersection between disabilities and sexuality 
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made women and girls with disabilities subject to multiple forms of discrimination. At 

the same time, this study suggests that sympathy and connectivity can help to engage 

women and girls with disabilities more closely. 

 

Understanding the Voices and Experiences of Girls with 
Disabilities 
 

The voices of girls with disabilities thus reflect unequal power relations 

between disabled and non-disabled people. At the same time, it reflects 

the inadequacy of the educational structure in addressing exclusion, 

discrimination, and prejudices for girls with disabilities.  

 

Globally and locally, girls and women with disabilities are facing challenges for 

their inclusion (Ortoleva & Lewis, 2012l; Nguyen & Mitchell, 2014; Human Rights Watch, 

2012). Using participatory methodologies, we ask: How can research become a tool for 

addressing invisibility and systemic discrimination? Within the socio-cultural conditions 

of disability in Vietnamese society, the rights of people with disabilities have been 

formulated in the law. However, the study demonstrated that there were significant 

barriers for women and girls with disabilities. To understand their experiences, we 

studied both dimensions: the dimension to which law and policy construct the 

experiences of girls with disabilities, and the dimensions to which girls and women with 

disabilities participated in advocating for their educational rights using their personal 

experiences as one particular dimension of educational rights monitoring.  

In the process of institutional structuring for human rights and disability rights, 

girls with disabilities have had few opportunities to be consulted or to participate in 

decision-making. There was a lack of voices and consultation for their opinions in former 

studies in relation to children with disabilities in Vietnam and internationally (Morris, 

2014). With very few studies conducted in the context of human rights and disability 

rights, there is still a lack of understanding of the systemic dimensions facing girls with 

disabilities culturally, institutionally, and politically. Through monitoring their individual 

experiences, this study indicated that there were complex patterns of power relations 

which shaped their experiences and relationships in their schools and community. In 

most instances, the lack of respect for their difference, and the discrimination because 

of their difference, were the key challenges for girls with disabilities to participate.  

As such, the prejudices against disability (Morris, 1991) negatively affected the 

social relationships of girls with disabilities in and outside schools, and this was implicit 

in the ways teachers treated girls with disabilities in schools. We identified the socio-

cultural issues affecting the ability of girls with disabilities to decision-making in their 

family and school, including the relationships between the girls and boys with 
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disabilities, girls with disabilities and their parents, and girls with disabilities and 

teachers. Clearly, these power relationships were embedded within the broader social 

and cultural contexts of social inclusion that tended to be taken for granted (Nguyen, 

2015).  

While the socio-economic conditions of the participants were not the primary 

factor determining their access to education, they affected the outcomes of education 

for girls with disabilities. For example, participants who dropped out from school came 

from poor or relatively poor situation. Girls with intellectual disabilities were more likely 

to drop out from schools. They were teased and physically abused by boys in schools. 

This raises question regarding the normative assumptions regarding the power 

relationships between girls with disabilities and their social surroundings. For example, 

should parents make decision on behalf of their children in issues affecting their 

education and social lives? To what extent the choosing of schooling is decided by 

children in ways that reflect their ability to make decisions for their own lives?  

Interestingly, the girls with disabilities in this study did not indicate any instances of 

sexual violence. Perhaps part of the reasons is because our interviewers did not probe 

this during their interviews. We therefore take this finding with caution. That is, 

although the participants did not report any incidence of sexual violence, we should not 

assume that these incidences did not happen. Indeed, sexual violence might have 

happened at a more intimate level and this requires some degree of trust between the 

interviewers and interviewees in relation to this personal experience. Additionally, 

through our conversations, we found that sexual violence happened more often to 

women with disabilities. As such, we suggest that this incidence needs to be further 

investigated through sustainable monitoring.  

The cultural assumption that disability is an illness has had negative effect on the 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŜƭŦ-worth. Some participants internalized their inferior 

ǎǘŀǘǳǎΣ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ Řƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ ŀƴ άƛƭƭƴŜǎǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘǎ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΦ {ƻƳŜ 

participants thought that non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ōƻȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǊƭǎ ŀǊŜ άǎƳŀǊǘŜǊΣέ άŦǳƴnerΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

the conversation between a non-ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ άōƻǊƛƴƎέ όŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ 

Interviews GwD1 and GwD2). It seems that some girls with disabilities have internalized 

the perception that their difference is an individual problem.  This cultural belief has to 

some extent devalued their self-worth.  

Clearly, these individual perceptions were circumscribed within a broader socio-

political context. For example, within the global neo-liberal conditions, difference 

tended to be individualized and stigmatized. Neoliberal ideologies construct disability as 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ Ŧorces 

(Erevelles, 2011; McRuer, 2006; Nguyen, 2015). Instead of taking these experiences at 

face value, we suggest that these social experiences were culturally and historically 

influenced, reflecting the ways individual subjectivity was shaped by dominant 

discourses and practices.   
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In short, the voices of girls with disabilities reflected unequal power relations 

between disabled and non-disabled people ς in this case being the situation of girls with 

disabilities and public institutions. At the same time, it demonstrated the inadequacy of 

the educational structure in addressing exclusion, discrimination, and prejudices for girls 

with disabilities.  

 

The Gap between Policy and Practice 
 

Clearly, there was a significant gap between current policy and practice. The 

findings showed that the gap was revealed in both policy and in the everyday lives of 

girls with disabilities. For example, under the legal provisions of the Law on Persons with 

Disabilities, inter-Ministerial circular 42/2013/TTLT-BGDDT-BLDTBXH-BTC was 

formulated, providing administrative and financial support for students with disabilities 

in and outside of the public education system. Circular 42 shows a commitment of the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άǇersons 

ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦέ ¸ŜǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ 

medical assessment in combination with administrative procedures implemented by 

educational institutions. As such, this policy has maintained the medical model of 

disability. 

This study showed that girls with disabilities lacked equal access to participate in 

education. The gap between policies and practice was illustrated though a number of 

dimensions: the lack of an institutional structure entitling all girls with different types of 

impairment to participate in education; the lack of awareness about their right to 

choose an appropriate educational environment; and finally, the lack of an inclusive, 

quality education system for boys and girls with disabilities to develop their personality 

and well-being on an equal basis with others. Negative attitudes, ignorance, and lack of 

support of teachers and the public perpetuated the exclusion of girls with disabilities 

from educational settings.  

 Multiple forms of discrimination and exclusion happened to both girls and 

women with disabilities. Inequality was manifested in the systemic barriers for access to 

education and employment for women and girls with disabilities. A government report 

showed that among disabled people who were capable of working, 47 per cent had 

sufficient employment, 32.2 per cent lacked employment, and 15.3 per cent were 

unemployed (MOLISA, 2008). By contrast, the majority of women with disabilities in this 

study showed that they were excluded in their family, workplace and society. Most 

women with disabilities were self-employed, had unpaid employment, or unable to 

participate into the workforce.  

At the same time, discrimination was institutionally and culturally constructed by 

cultural and societal awareness. It was systemic and multi-dimensional. As such, the use 
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ƻŦ ŀ άƎŀǇ ƳƻŘŜƭΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƛƳŜŘ to investigate the gap between policy and practice, may 

not clearly identify systemic dimensions of institutional ableism and sexism based on 

which discrimination perpetuates (Fulcher, 1999). We therefore recommend a more 

holistic approach be used to monitor educational rights for girls and women with 

disabilities, drawing on their voices and experiences.  

 

Using Participatory Monitoring Research for Social Change 
 

As previously discussed, participatory methodologies are tools for empowering 

girls with disabilities to claim their rights. These methods helped participants to picture 

violence, exclusion, and multiple forms of discrimination they were facing in and out of 

schools. Participatory visual methodologies offered an inclusive approach for girls with 

disabilities to share their individual and collective experiences with inclusion and 

exclusion, discrimination, and lack of respect they faced in school.  

Using participatory visual methodologies as a way to enhance the participation 

of girls with disabilities in inclusive research, we found that this approach was not only 

useful for the purpose of identifying forms of discrimination and exclusion; it was also 

instrumental for the purpose of creating a safe space for collective activism. To support 

girls with disabilities to formulate their agenda, for example, we identified a number of 

categories in the video production Picturing Inclusion: Voices of Girls with Disabilities, 

which include: marginalization, exclusion, discrimination, the lack of accessibility, the 

need to protect a safe environment, and the need for creating an inclusive schools and 

caring communities. This video, drawing on the visual creations that participants 

produced in an earlier workshop, enabled girls and women with disabilities to reflect on 

their visual production to create their messages for rebuilding inclusive schools and 

communities.  

Visual productions and their discussions of the visual products revealed that girls 

with disabilities did not only identify negative experiences in education. They also 

wished to affirm their positive experiences and identities in the educational process (see 

Nguyen et al., 2015). These included their capacity to collectively formulate their voices 

and stories about inclusion and exclusion, to send their messages to policymakers and 

their communities about what could be changed, and to make their voices heard in the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀƎŜƴŘŀ. Their capacity to formulate collective action, through their 

participation and engagement in different activities and workshops which the research 

team organized over the course of the study, demonstrated that with appropriate 

methodologies, policymakers can empower girls and women with disabilities to monitor 

their own rights.  

As such, the production of knowledge about the relationships among disability, 
schooling, and the community, through participatory visual methodologies, can promote 
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new forms of activism. For example, the participation of UNICEF and VNIES stakeholders, 
alongside organizations of people with disabilities (DPOs) in the policy dialogues and 
community engagement activities, offered optimism for building a more inclusive agenda 
with the participation of girls and women with disabilities in Vietnam. Participatory 
monitoring methodologies, thus, enabled the research team to advance the 
methodological interventions for monitoring educational rights.  
 

Recommendations 
 

Recommendations from Girls with Disabilities 
 

I pin a high hope that students with disabilities and poor conditions are 

ǘǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŜǉǳŀƭƭȅΣ ƘŀǇǇƛƭȅΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ  

Voice from a girl with disabilities, fieldwork 2015 

 

Consulting girls with disabilities was a particular purpose of our participatory 

approach to monitoring educational rights. Recommendations from girls with disabilities 

revealed that they wanted to create change in their educational and social settings. In 

both the in-depth interviews and visual workshops, girls with disabilities made 

recommendations for changing exclusion in society and education. Their 

recommendations involved creating changes at different levels, including school and 

teachers, the government, their community.  

Several issues emerged: the need for solidarity and collectivity among girls and women 

with disabilities; access to education; participation in the community and public spaces; 

and awareness and support of people without disabilities for inclusion. For example, the 

poster below (Image 3)Σ ά[ƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŘƛǎŀōƭŜŘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀȅΣέ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ 

from the girls with disabilities about their right to education. 

 

Teachers and Peers: Constructing Inclusive Schools 
 

Recommendations for schools were made in four key areas, their friends, 

teachers, resources and general hopes. Most participants suggested that their friends 

needed to be more inclusive and helpful. For example, one girl expressed her vision for 

ƛƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘΥ άL ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ L ǿŀƴǘ Ƴȅ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀy with me 

ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ ƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ǘŜŀǎŜ ƳŜΦέ (Interview transcript with GwD16).  Other 

participants made recommendations regarding their schools and teachers, including 

more support and understanding from their teachers in order to accommodate their 

learƴƛƴƎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŜŎƘƻŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊΩǎ 
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ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜΥ ά²Ƙŀǘ L ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ L ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ [the teacher] 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ŀƴȅ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴ.  I want teachers to listen to ƻǳǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ 

(Interview transcript with GwD11).  

Participants also expressed hope that their schools would be more inclusive 

through their vision of what might be changed in their schools.  As one participant said: 

άL ƘƻǇŜ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŀƪ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜ ŀōƻut my difficulties. I hope to 

share what I want with everyone so that I can feel more ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘŀōƭŜΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ let 

ƛǘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƳƛƴŘΦέ (Interview transcript with GwD10). Another girl envisioned non-

discrimination as a condition for the well-being of studenǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΥ άL Ǉƛƴ ŀ ƘƛƎƘ 

hope that students with disabilities and poor conditions are treated equally, happily, 

ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ŘƛǎŎǊƛƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ (Interview transcript with GwD13). Non-

discrimination and equality were the key recommendations for restructuring inclusive 

schools.  

 

Policymakers: Listen to What Disabled People Say! 
 

 
IMAGE 3: ά[ISTEN TO WHAT DISABLED PEOPLE SAYέ POLICY POSTER PRODUCED BY A GROUP OF GIRLS 

WITH DISABILITIES IN THE PHOTOVOICE WORKSHOP, HANOI, 2014 
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The key recommendation in this policy poster is that the voices of girls and 

women with disabilities, alongside others, need to be counted in institutional matters 

relating to them. The visual productions were exhibited during the policy dialogue with 

stakeholders to engage girls with disabilities in this policy dialogue. As such, this visual 

process represents a more democratic politics of representation where girls and women 

with disabilities can have a stake for claiming their rights.  

 

Community Leaders: Constructing Inclusive Communities 
 

The need to create a caring and respectful community was a message generated 

by girls with disabilities. An inclusive community was characterized by the images of girls 

and women with disabilities, alongside non-disabled people, participating in education 

and social activities on an equal and inclusive manner with their peers. It also 

highlighted the rights of everyone to be cared for and to belong to the classroom. The 

policy posters also indicated the lively, healthy, and engaging community in which girls 

with disabilities can participate. The poster below (Image 4) was from one of the groups. 

For example, a policy poster was created by each group as a collective voice of girls with 

disabilities for change.  

 

Facilitator: People with disabilities have policies in 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ Χ 

we should give opinions about the things that we 

need.  

 

Participant: Broadcast it! 

 

Facilitator: So that everyone can listen to the 

broadcast but it does not mean that everyone will 

respond. If you want to directly change your school, 

the people who can help you are the principals, the 

school boards and teachers. 

 

Participant: This is the school for us.  

  
 
 
 
 

 

     IMAGE  4: άtLEASE CARE ABOUT USέ 
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Recommendations from Women with Disabilities 
 

Social attitude is vital in laying the foundation of change. We need 

systematic initiatives conducted from the grassroots level, through 

ideological education 

Voice from a woman with disabilities, fieldwork 2015. 

 

Women and girls with disabilities were subject to multiple types of 

discrimination. In order to challenge this, we raised the perspectives of women with 

disabilities in this type of participatory research. As people who experienced their 

girlhood with disabilities, women with disabilities had empathy in sharing the 

experiences of younger girls with disabilities. In conducting a focus group with women 

with disabilities, we found that women with disabilities could play a powerful role in 

fostering disability activism. At the same time, their engagement with girls with 

disabilities in the MRGD project, including their recommendations for social changes, 

opened up new possibilities for their collective activism in educational settings. 

 

Politics of Engagement 
 

In this study, women with disabilities were trained to apply participatory visual 

methodologies and in-depth interviews in their work with the girls. The women were 

the co-researcher in this project. There were a few typical ways to make the women 

trustworthy, such as sharing their individual experiences with the girls, respecting the 

ƎƛǊƭǎΩ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜƛƴƎ patient to encourage the girls to participate in all 

activities. Many women affirmed that participatory visual methodology was truly 

interesting and helpful for the girls to tell their stories, express feelings, and construct 

views in a very dynamic way.  

Clearly, the relationships between the women and girls with disabilities played 

the key role in probing the experiences of girls with disabilities. Because the girls and 

women with disabilities had experienced similar discrimination, the women had the 

insight to engage with the girls sympathetically. They shared their stories regarding 

exclusion as a way to develop their empathy with the girls. They appreciated ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊƭǎΩ 

perspectives and decisions and gave them affirmation about their abilities and 

strengths.  

In this study, we found that the women instructed enthusiastically and gave 

thoughtful advice when the girls shared with the women about their difficulties. It was 

important that the girls feel safe and secure in the study. The sympathy and shared 
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experiences of the women fostered an environment of safety, confidence, and growth. 

One woman shared that she comforted her interviewee and tried to be the 

ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿŜŜΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ (L7). It was quite clear that the women were capable of 

engaging with the girls due to the fact that they experienced exclusion in their own lives 

and could engage girls with disabilities in sharing these personal experiences. As such, 

the engagement between women and girls with disabilities played an important role in 

the monitoring process, and this has constructed possibilities of their collective activism.  

  

Possibilities of Collective Activism 
 

The engagement between women and girls with disabilities is an indispensable 

part of the disability movement. They can increase their potential contributions to 

promote the full enjoyment by people with disabilities of their human rights. In this 

project, the women and girls have taken a significant step towards making the rights of 

people with disabilities real. Our study, which aimed to foster the inclusion of women 

and girls with disabilities in the research process, offered opportunities for their 

collective activism.  

With essential trainings, women with disabilities can become activists to build a 

transnational framework for inclusive education in the future. By using knowledge and 

skills provided from our project, they were able to participate in the research process 

more fully. Their participation changed social attitudes about girls and women with 

disabilities in different ways (see, for instance, VTV4 broadcast regarding the visual work 

of girls and women with disabilities). 

This inspiring initiative, taken by women and girls with disabilities, is the 

forward-moving action that forms the foundation of our journey towards realizing social 

justice. Through the opportunities to be involved in our project, they engaged with each 

other in order to conduct strategic missions in demanding equality and non-

discrimination for girls with disabilities, especially for those located in disadvantaged 

communities. They were aware of their roles as the key players in policy dialogues with 

stakeholders. The women recognized that this project created an opportunity for them 

to learn from each other, including learning through intercultural experiences about 

disability and gender. By giving recommendations for changes, the women 

demonstrated their aspiration to reach an accessible education as well as an inclusive 

society. One woman who was not able to go to school because of social barriers told her 

vision:  

 

LΩŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ aȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ 

to live in poverty, so I had no access to education. I was so sad and wondered 
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ǿƘȅ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ demand to go to school. I hope that children with disabilities and 

others who have to live in poverty can be facilitated to go to school. (L11) 

 

Another woman gave very important recommendations about changing disability policy 

and curriculum. She emphasized, 

 

/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΦ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ 

communicational methods are at the root of social perceptions. The images of 

people with disabilities in textbooks are miserable and pitiful. The media does 

not portray those with dƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎ άƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅέΦ tƻƭƛŎȅ ƳŀƪŜǊǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ 

their attitudes. People with disabilities should be invited to participate in the 

policy making process to avoid unreasonable policies such as some of the 

existing traffic policies, which do not take into consideration citizens who live 

with disabilities. Education policy remains exclusionary. (L3) 

 

She gave the example of an outdated policy. Most students with disabilities did not 

agree with the policy that they now do not have to sit for an exam to go to university 

like others. Actually, they would like to participate in the exam with an accessible form. 

Although policy makers promulgated it as a priority for people with disabilities, the 

participant believed that they did not care about students wiǘƘ ŘƛǎŀōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΩ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎΦ {ƘŜ 

went on,  

 

Social attitude is vital in laying the foundation of change. We need systematic 

initiatives conducted from the grassroots level, through ideological education. It 

is problematic that people with disabilities appear in stories or lessons 

abnormally in social interaction. These portrayals promote charity approaches 

rather than paving the way for equality. In the media, there should not be 

ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƪŜ άŜȄǘǊŀƻǊŘƛƴŀǊȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴέ ƻǊ άŦŀƛǊȅ ǘŀƭŜέ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ 

disabilities. People in society should consider disabilities as a difference like 

issues of religion or race. I think it is a long journey. (L3) 

 

Disabilities contribute to the identity of an individual. Thus, it is important to 

maintain that people with disabilities are citizens of their communities, like everybody, 

and thus deserve equal rights and quality of life. By envisioning where social 

transformation is needed, the women were vocal and actually got involved in being a 

part of that transformation. Clearly, with the different forms of activism engendered 

within the MRGD project, local authorities seemed to show more support towards the 

education and equality for women and girls with disabilities. The women simultaneously 

gave recommendations for our project in its new phase. 
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Recommendations coming out of the project as a whole 
 

Taken together, this study had critical implications for the research team in 

addressing the educational rights of girls and women with disabilities. The 

recommendations of the girls and women with disabilities for the project were 

instrumental for future research. It envisioned possible directions for developing this 

study into a new phase.  

 

tŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŦŜŜŘōŀŎƪ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ 
 

In general, the women provided very positive feedback about their training in 

relation to the research process. They gave advice about the research scope and 

fieldwork organization. First, they thought that this project should be broadened to 

other areas, especially in disadvantaged communities. A teacher with disabilities 

recommended that there is a need to expand the project in other disadvantaged areas 

outside of Hanoi. She believed that girls with disabilities are more likely to be excluded 

in these areas (L5).  

Second, while the participants valued the work with girls with disabilities, they 

ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘ ŀ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ ŀ ƎŜƴŘŜǊ Ŝǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƭŜƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ awD5Ωǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ 

so as to address the challenges to inclusive education for both boys and girls with 

disabilities. This means that the research team needs to critically examine disability in 

the intersection with other marginalized identities such as gender, ethnicity and poverty 

in Vietnam, as well as in the global contexts.  

Third, the women would like to have more opportunities to practice the 

methods. This demonstrates the need to sustain the training to build their capacity and 

resources for inclusive education. Finally, recommendations from DPO Bac Tu Liem 

suggested that local DPOs and communities be more directly involved in the entire 

research process to mobilize grassroots and community action (L14). These 

recommendations are highly necessary for the research team so as to prepare for the 

next phases of the project. 

The recommendations of girls with disabilities suggest that the project could 

benefit other girls in their community. All girls expressed their hope for change through 

inclusion in school and community. At the policy dialogue with UNICEF, VNIES, and 

ACDC, for instance, a girl with visual impairment said that she hoped her younger 

generations could have access to school, and that the MRGD project could offer a 

significant opportunity for the participation of girls with disabilities in inclusive schools. 

 












