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DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND INCLUSION IN HIGHER EDUCATION:
LANGUAGE AS AN OFTEN NEGLECTED FACTOR

samson OLATUN]JI

Intreduction

The broad field of education has experienced a great deal of advances over the
centuries. Research and challenging experience have resulted in discoveries focused

on ways and measures to maximally bring out the best in every lg—z‘smer despite limiting
crcumstances. Integration was the vogue in the beginning. Both the disabled and the zble -
were put in the same class without conscious efforts at catering for their individuzl
dfferences. Various strategies aimed at accommodating individual differences have, howeyer,
been advocated, debated and adopted at different times and in different places. Exclusionist
or segregationist system in which learners with similar traits are grouped together to the
exclus on of learners with different traits has been practised. Streaming, in which the speciz]
learners are put in the same class as the regular ones, given the same lessons but with some
doses of special attention to the examination of the special ones, is also being implemented.

Inclusion seems to have received greater research and policy focus lately. The
Incheon Declaration, a product of the World Forum for Education in 2015, unequivoczlly
attests to the global nature of the clamour for inclusive education (Ainscow, 2016). But
despite this worldwide recognition of the need and call for inclusion, only few countries seem
to respond positively to varying unsatisfactory degrees. Some countries seem to be unaware
of this trend while others profess awareness and even have policies in place to reflect this.
But nothing in practice aligns with the existence of the policies.

Equality, equity and inclusion have so often been used interchangeably as a resuit of
their interrelatedness that their differences have been artificially blurred (Kerr & Raffo, 2016).
Equity and inclusion are also inseparable from diversity, right and justice (Jaeger, Cooke,
Feltis, Hamiel, Jardine & Shilton, 2015). To Simon, Malgorzata and Beatriz (2007), equity in
education encompasses inclusion and faimess. Fairess entails making all efforts to reduce
the chzllenges posed by personal and social disadvantages to the barest. Inclusion, on the
other hand, means ensuring a minimum education standard level of skills for all. The fact that
eguity, faimess and justice are intricately and naturally involved in the issue of inclusion makes
inclusion deserving of serious and committed attention. If otherwise, dire consequences may
seem slow in manifesting but they are inevitable.

The concept of inclusion was initially restricted in scope to the area of special
education, especizlly to the narrower field of education for the disabled. For example, the
Alliance for Inclusive Education (2018) defines inclusive education as that in which the system
adzpts to the disabled rather than expecting the disabled to adapt to it. The studies by
Nasbullov and Kashapova (2015), Stiefel, Shiferaw, Schwartz and Gottfried (2017) as well 2s
2 hqzt of others zlso conceived inclusion as provision for the disabled in a general school
setung.

In education, 2 fair share of attention in research and policy making has been
accorded gender equity (Harper, 2017), social inclusion (O'Shea, Lysaght, Roberts, &
L—‘la:nrr::d}slowj, ethnocultural equity (Schmidt & Block, 2017), inclusive education for the
A:::on {'vﬁg ibEfi:A 29116?!’:‘3"”- & Ashby, 2017; Wheatley, 2017). In the same vein,
minorities (LGBT) g dusable; . qivchl[y, pay attention to “sexual and gender

, - ’ « geographically underrepresented and  economically
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deadvantaged — populations”, e excluding finouistic
deBettencourt, (2017) submit that curreng ‘-'la'!lnn i’,‘t—nst:r.
heighten, demand relentless advocacy for increa; ges
oducation from the kindergarte

minorities, Byt
» which are ve
asingly cultur all

Hoover  and
ry likely to continue to

and linguistic o
A n topostsr:condary level d guistically responsive
An inclusive education crusade jg incapable of achievi ,
certan racial and social factors area not adquua[ely consider :m«mg considerable inclusion if
e

as often neglected is race. It should b
glanchett, 2011). Itis thus unfortyn
that are nsufficiently taken care of in the bluep
A historical analysis by Addy (2015) also corro

= ‘ .
for students from relegated cultural and linguistic backgrounds e
The foregoing is not to claim that linguistic inclusion ha
BUIstic inclusion has not receiy '
al. But studies have shown that efforts at linguistic i il ke

focused on the elementary and secondary educatjon levels (B:nuéi)fehzeg::;;ﬁ:'f';%“ltg
Coady, Harper, & De Jong, 2016). However, higher education i'nstitutions es;:aciall'
universities, are supposed to spearhead the pursuit of inclusion because of thei;' Si ni-ﬁcan):
ro'es in providing models and community services (Powell, 2014). It is noteworthy %hat the
need to consciously ensure equity and inclusion arises from the reality of diversity among
students of an educational institution, And the probability of linguistic diversity at the tertiary
level is higher than the lower stages because a university is to reflect the universe in its staff
and student population composition. Where the rights of a Cross-section of the members of a
chool community are trampled upo

n and justice is denied them, all cannot be well and can
neither end well. Ensuring equity and

linguistic inclusion at the higher education level will thus
be a necessary step in the right direction. O’

felt needs, thus advocate that higher educatio
education institutions to adapt to current trends of public needs.

It is important, at this juncture, to delineate the concept of linguistic inclusion and
define it operationally in the context of the current study. Florian (2014) has rightly observed
that inclusive education assumes so many forms that it is appropriate to seriously engage the
question of what actually constitutes it. Firstly linguistically inclusive is conceived as the
system in which a student who wishes to make a recourse to his or her indigenous language

at any point during classroom session is encouraged to do so rather than intellectually bullied.
The following extract expresses it aptly:

d. Among the factors
age and race are

Nguage factor js 5 subset of one of the issues
rint for inclusive educatio

. N in most countries,
orates the claim of inad

identified

n
oted that langu inseparable (Zion &

ate that the langu

n should respon

Students have a right to their own language, their own culture.
We must fight cultural hegemony and fight the system by
insisting that students be allowed to express themselves in their
own language style. It is not they, the students, who must
change, but the schools (Delpit, 1995)
The above means that if a student wishes to be taught the current learning content in his
indigenous language, the school should be ready to oblige him or her. In this case, it not the
student but the school that bends backwards to accommodate the student’s preference.
Linguistic inclusion also entails allowing students to code-switch from a major
language of instruction, perhaps English, to a students’ preferred language. !t could .be
codeswitching from one dialect of a language to another in the same Iangyagfe w!thout being
browbeaten by the teacher or any fellow student. After all, such codeswitching is natural to
students (Curtis, 201 3) o _
The foregoing shows that linguistic inclusion is prlmarll)_f aimed at removing any
linguistic barrier to a student’s understanding of a learning task. This means there should be a
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es” as contributory o the smaliness of the

results being yielded by the American government’'s investment into the teaching and

learning of foreign languages. As many Americans really do not see any reason for prcﬂqgﬂn‘g
foreign languages since every one of them gets to learn the English language, anywzy, this

general attitude cannot but filter into any provision for linguistic inclusion in a school system.

O'Leary (2013) identifies “existing attitud

Paucity of Adequately Trained Teaching Personnel

No government policy, no matter how well concelv - . el
implement itself. Even where all material needs for inclusion are prowded, ack of human

capital will render all provisions underutilised or even completely‘ wasted. I.n Cana.da, for
ex'ample, the wide gap between the government’s laudable inclu.srve t_educauon policy and
actual practice is majorly caused by deficient understanding of inclusion by many school
principals in Finland and Alberta (Jahnukainen, 2015).

Katz (2015), too, stress the importance of highly skilled teachers to successful
execution of inclusive education. Where teachers are trained to teach general classes but
without being adequately equipped to employ strategies that are specially required for
inclusive education, linguistic disadvantage will be inevitable.

ed, planned and provided for, can

Economic Challenges

Bonin (2017) agrees that any additional provision in education to cater for the needs of
linguistically diverse population automatically translates into additional cost though such
would prove to be economically rewarding in the long run. Countries that have not been
able to meet the United Nation’s recommendation of 26% allocation to education from their
national budget and that still have high basic illiteracy rates may find it extremely difficult to
set any goal of linguistic inclusion in education at any level. The idea of linguistic inclusion
would be too lofty in a country where over 70% of the population lives below the poverty
line (Cobbinah, Erdiaw-Kwasie & Amoateng, 2015). Attention thus has to be paid to Park and
Mercado’s (2015) study on financial inclusion, poverty, and income inequality and take care of
their findings before any headway in inclusive education implementation can be made.

Lack of Political Will

“Where there is a will, there is a way” is a truism. Feats that seemed absolutely impossible
have been achieved in most difficult circumstances as a result of personal or collective will
power. But a lot of government policies, especially in developing or third world countries
(Srivastava, de Boer & Pijl, 2015), have remained elusive as a result of the governments’ lack
of political will. Emong and Eron (2016), too, have observed disparity between inclusive
education and its implementation in terms of admissions, access to lectures, assessment and
examinations, access to library services, halls of residence and other support services in
Uganda. This is a flagrant manifestation of lack of political will to follow up on a policy
decision already professed to be laudable.

Steps towards Effective Implementation of Linguistic Equity and Inclusion in Higher
Education

Linguistic equity and inclusion in education cannot occur automatically. It has to be correctly
conceived, consciously made a policy and meticulously implemented with adequate political
vill. Clearly stated steps have to be taken and progress must be measured continually for

proper and useful feedback. Among the steps necessary for a suc  -ful implementation are
the following:
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putting in Place Equity and Inclusion-Centred Teacher Education

As observed by Mahlo (2017), the movement towards Inclusive education (IE) in South Africa
translates into increased demands and “unreasonable amount of stress" on the teacher Initial
teacher education must be equity and inclusion-centred in principle, content and
impiementation (Cochran-Smith, Ell, Grudnoff, Haigh, Hill, & Ludlow, 2016). Efforts should
not stop at this level but continue through various in-service teacher education programmes
for the academic as well as administrative staff in nation's higher education programmes.
Doing this will ensure that teachers at the higher education level will not just be learning
what pertains to inclusion when it is almost late to imbibe inclusion mindset. They would
have been properly immersed in skills necessary for successful implementation of linguistic
equity and inclusion-centred curricula from the outset of their career. The observation by
O'Leary (2013) that in cases where similar language programmes are delayed, the results is
mere familiarisation that is too shallow for any effective and efficient functionality. The
constant update of their expertise along this line as the beneficiaries of timely training in the
linguistic inclusion scheme would make career progress would also be greatly advantageous.

Serious Advocacy for Holistic Approach to Inclusion-Centred Higher Education

Jaeger, Cooke, Feltis, Hamiel, Jardine & Shilton (2015), in recognition of the fact that neither
the educationists nor professionals can achieve inclusion and equity in school settings without
the inputs of the other group, recommend a strong advocacy for synergy between the two
sectors. All possible ways of attracting positive contributions to the goal of linguistically
inclusive higher education from all sections of the society should be religiously explored. In
response to this need for synergy, a lot of professional organisations currently augment the
American government's effort at providing foreign language literacy (Li, 2013). These
combined efforts can be harnessed for successful linguistic inclusion in higher education.

Very rich individuals as well as national and multinational organisations can be
encouraged to make financial and material contributions to the pursuit of linguistically
inclusive higher education. They can also be asked to sponsor major research activities and
other manpower development schemes towards the scheme. But this requires passionate
and well-articulated appeals from the government.

Making only Modest and Achievable Linguistic Inclusion Goals
Li (2013) recommends that the United States should endeavour to know the languages and
cultures of all world countries. But Anthony, Wyatt, Abresch, Teel, Yerokun-Houessou,
McGill and Benton (2016) recognise the need to differentiate between domestic and
international diversity/inclusion. Heeding this advice will help a nation avoid the pitfall of
setting overambitious linguistic inclusion-centred goals in education and formulating bogus
policies around such impossible goals, Countries that attract immigrants and emigrants in
large numbers from many less privileged countries are most vulnerable to the error of setting
overwhelming inclusive education goals. For example, the United States of America cannot
reasonably aspire equally cater for the inclusion of all linguistic communities represented her
education system. So, it will be commendable adapt the linguistic provisions in education to
as diverse nationalities as possible while expecting learners from others to adapt themselves
to the system.

A dignified government would, however, ensure successful pursuit of satisfying
domestic linguisti¢ «uity and inclusion of its diverse constituent ethnicity in higher education.
There is wisdom ~i4ing the grave mistake of biting more than can be chewed. But this

147



G

should not preclude the government's efforts at catering for ;1 leveL 'c;f lr;:‘i:jrlatlonal divel‘sity
and inclusion so as not to limit the benefits derivable from such a no e.

Political Will for Successful lmplementation of Equity and Inclusion Policy in
Education

In many countries, especi

; : e . e
formulation and implementation in various secto : an |
education policy implementation, among the expressions used to express this dlSCl'epancy

are “policy summersault” (Patrick, Mingcai, Didam, :9: Ojo, 20|4),9;lgck of political wj(j»
(Owolabi, 2006), “effeminate and escape phraseology (Emen.anjo, 1998), and so on. There
has, therefore, been sustained advocacy for bridging of the obvious gap between rhetoric ang
practice of inclusive education in many nations (Hayashi, 2015; Armstrong, Armstrong &
Barton, 2016; O'Shea, Lysaght, Roberts, & Harwood, 2016). .

Knight (2015) acknowledges that not only academics [?ut even politicians also haye
realised the imperative of internationalization of higher education. It is noteworthy that for
this internationalization agenda to work, inclusion cannot be relegated.

ally in the third world category, gross disparities between poljc,
has been reported. In Nigerian language in

Conclusion ' _ .
The study has shown that linguistically equitable and inclusive education is desirable and

highly rewarding. It is capital intensive but the benefits will justify any heavy investment into it
in the final analysis. Unfortunately, though inclusion is gaining more attention in research and
policy making, there has not been any desirable degree of political will towards its

implementation where it exists in policy form.

Suggestions
I. More research is required to make the benefits of linguistic inclusion more apparent.

2. Advocacy at local and international levels for governments, individuals and corporate
organisations to synergise efforts towards successful implementation of inclusion at
the higher education level as well as other levels should be intensified.

3. Emphasis should be placed on making pre-service and in-service teacher education
compliant with adoption of linguistically inclusive strategies.

References
Addy, N.D.A. (2015). Culturally and linguistically diverse students and the power of labels.

The High School Journal, 98(3), 205-207.

Ainscow, M. (2016). Diversity and Equity: A Global Education Challenge. New Zealand Journal
of Educational Studies, 51(2), 143-155.

Alliance for Inclusive Education (2018). What is Inclusive Education? Available at
https://www.aII'ﬁe.org.uk/deﬁnitions/what-is-inclusive-education/

Anthony, R.S., Wyatt, T.A., Abresch, C., Teel, M., Do, K., Yerokun-Houessou, O. McGill,T.,
& Benton, A. (2016). Race Inclusion Diversity & Equity: The RIDE Report.

Armstrong, F., Armstrong, D., & Barton, L. (2016). Inclusive education: policy, contexts and
comparative perspectives. Routledge.

Ball, 5. (2016). Education, justice and democracy: The struggle over ignorance and
opportunity. In Reimagining the Purpose of Schools and Educational Organisations (pp.
189-205). Springer International Publishing.

148



Battiste, M. (2016). Research Ethics for Chapter Protectin Indi

Heritage. Ethical futures in qualitative research: Defolon;fiigof;eKn;¥IEdge i

1. politics of knowledge,
Beneke, M., & Cheatham, G.A. (2015). S

peaking up for African Americ English: Equi
inclusion in early childhood i i o Jorngl, B o
. y settings. Early Childhood Education Journal, 43(2), 127-

nin, H. (2017). Economics of educati . . e
Bo Un(ion ) ucation. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European

Coady, M.R,, Harpe.r, C-._ & De' Jong, E.J. (2016). Aiming for equity: Preparing mainstream
teachers for inclusion or inclusive classrooms? TESOL Quarterly, 50(2), 340-368
Cobbinah, P.B., Erdla)N-.Kwasie, M.O., & Amoateng, P. (2015). Rethinking sustainable
development within the framework of poverty and urbanisation in developing

countries. Environmental Development, 13, 18-32.

Cochran-Smith, M., Ell, F., Grudnoff, L., Haigh, M., Hill, M., & Ludlow, L. (2016). Initial
teacher education: What does it take to put equity at the center? Teaching and
Teacher Education, 57, 67-78.

Curtis, E.KJ. (2013). Toward Linguistically Inclusive Teaching: a curriculum for teacher

education and a case study of secondary teachers’ learning. Doctor of Education
dissertation, University of Washington

Delpit. L. (1995). Other people's children: cultural conflict in the classroom. New York: The
New Press
Emenanjo, E.A. (1998). Language and the national policy on education: implications and
prospects. Fafunwa Foundation Internet Journal of Education.
Emong, P., & Eron, L. (2016). Disability inclusion in higher education in Uganda: Status and
strategies. African journal of disability, 5(1), 1-11.
Ferraro, G.P., & Briody, E. K. (2017). The cultural dimension of global business. Taylor &
Francis.
Ferri, B. A., & Ashby, C. (2017). US Inclusion in the Era of Neoliberal Educational Reforms. In
Special Educational Needs and Inclusive Practices (pp. 21-31). SensePublishers.
Florian, L. (2008). Inclusion: special or inclusive education: future trends: British Journal of
Special Education, 35(4), 202-208.
Florian, L. Black-Hawkins, K. & Rouse, M. (2016) Achievement and Inclusion in Schools.
Taylor & Francis. o _ _ '
Harper, J.C. (2017). Tom Mboya and the African Student Airlifts: Inc!usuon. EC']LIIIY and Higher
Education among Kenyan Women and Men. Journal of Pan AfrlCCfn Studies, 10(9), 8.2.
Hayashi, M. (2015). Disparities within Policy on Equity and !nFIu5|on across Educational
Concepts and Social Groups at both International and Nanfma! Conl’texts: i Trade-off
between Needs and Realities in Cambodia (Doctoral dissertation, E.ﬁﬁﬂ%i’_(%)- .
Hoover, J.J., & deBettencourt, L.U. (2017). Educating Culturally and L.mgUfsttcally Diverse
iExceptionai Learners: The Need for Continued Ad.vocacy. Excep.uonaf.-ty. I-14.
P.T.. Cooke, N.A., Feltis, C., Hamiel, M., jardlne,.F., & Shllton, K. (2.01.‘_5). The
Pegy" 'r.'tu;:'us circle revisited: Injecting diversity, inclusion, rights, justice, and equity into
\L’_IIS from education to advocacy. The Library Quarterly, 85(2), I?O- 171.
. M. (2015). Inclusion, integration, or what? A cor.npa!'atlv'e study of .the school
jahnukalnrie:;ipals' perceptions of inclusive and special education in Finland and in Alberta,
Eanada, Disability & Society, 30(1), 59-72.

149



lementing the Three Block Model of Universal Design for Learning:
hers' self-efficacy, stress, and job satisfaction in inclusive classrooms K.

12. International Journal of Inclusive Education, 19(1), [-20. - |
Kerr, K. & Raffo, C. (2016). Exploring the relationship between equality, equity and socia)

justice in education. Equity and Education in Cold Climates, in Sweden and England,

Dennis Beach & Allan Dyson (Eds.). Tufnell Press
Knight, ). (2015). Internationalization: A decade of changes and challenges. Internationg|

Higher Education, (50). |
Li, 5. (2013). A Comparative Study of K-12 Foreign Language Education in American and

Chinese Public Schools: A Case Study of Six Foreign Language Teachers. An M.Ed.

Thesis, The Graduate Faculty of The University of Akron
Mahlo, D. (2017). Teaching Learners With Diverse Needs in the Foundation Phase in
Gauteng Province, South Africa. Special Issue-Student Diversity pp. [-9.

DOI:10.1177/2158244017697162
Nasibullov, R.R., & Kashapova, L. (2015). Conditions of Formation of Social Successfulness of
Students with Disabilities in the System of Continuous Inclusive Education on the
Basis of Value Approach. International Journal of Environmental and Science Education,
10(4), 543-552.
O'Flaherty, ., & Phillips, C. (2015). The use of flipped classrooms in higher education: A
scoping review. The Internet and Higher Education, 25, 85-95.
Florian, L. (2014). What counts as evidence of inclusive education? European Journal of
Special Needs Education, 29(3), 286-294.
O'Leary, M.D. (2013). Cultural, Legislative and Academic Factors Affecting Foreign Language
Acquisition in the United States. Master Teacher Program Thesis, Center for Faculty

Excellence, United States Military Academy, NY.

O'Shea, S., Lysaght, P., Roberts, J., & Harwood, V. (
education—social inclusion and deficit discourses.
Development, 35(2), 322-336.

Owolabi, K. (2006). Nigeria's Native Language Modernization in Specialized Domains for
National Development: A Linguist's Approach. Inaugural Lecture, University of
Ibadan.

Park, C.Y., & Mercado, R. (2015). Financial inclusion, poverty, and income inequality in
developing Asia. Asian Development Bank Economics Working Paper Series No. 426.
Philippines, Asian Development Bank.

Patrick, J.M., Mingcali, S.U.l, Didam, B., & Ojo, N.Y. (2014). An insight into Factors
Militating against Nigerian Students' attainment in English Language Senior Secondary
School Certificate Examination. Revista de Cercetare si Interventie Sociala, 45, 107.

Piekkari, R., Welch, D., & Welch, L.S. (20|4) Language in international business: The
multilingual reality of global business expansion. Edward Elgar Publishing.

Powell, J. J. (2014). From ableism to accessibility in the universal design university. Review of
Disability Studies: An International Journal, 8(4), 33-80

Schmidt, C., & Block, L. A. (2017). Without and within: The implications of employment and
ethnocultural equity policies for internationally educated teachers. Canadian Journal of

) Educational Administration and Policy, (100).

&¢ukanec, N., & Thomas, L. (2016). The Development of a National ‘Quality Label'to
Enhance Equity and Social Inclusion in Higher Education: Insights from Croatia. In
European Access Network Silver Jubilee Conference: Retrospective for Perspective,
Access and Widening Participation 1991-2041.

Katz, . (2015). Imp
effects on teac

2016). Shifting the blame in higher
Higher Education Research &

150



simon, Fu Malgorzata, K., & BE'Batr‘iz, P. (2007). Education and Training Policy No More
Failures Ten Steps to Equity in Education: Ten Steps to Equity in Education. OECD
Publishing. '

Srivastava, M., de Boer, f\-, & Pil, .J. (2015). Inclusive education in developing countries: A
closer look at its implementation in the last |0 years. Educational Review, 67(2), 179
|95. ) o h “

siefel, L. Shi,feéaW' M., S;:ch\;vartz. AE., & Gottfried, M. (2017). Who Feels Includeci ¥in
School? Examining Feelings of Inclusion among Students with Disabiliti i
Researcher, 0013189X17738761, sebiities. Educatona!

Wheatley, J.L. (2017). Building Capacity through a Community of Practice for Students with
Moderate to Severe Disabilities Seeking Inclusion in Higher Education.

Zion, $.D., & Blanchett, W. (201 1). [Re] Conceptualizing inclusion: Can Critical Race Theory
and Interest Convergence Be Utilized to Achieve Inclusion and Equity for African
American Students? Teachers College Record, | | 3(10), 2186-2205.

151




