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ABSTRACT
This study explores the experiences of accounting students with disabilities in the asynchronous learning 
system at Universitas Terbuka (UT). The study used a qualitative case study, including semi-structured 
interviews and observations with six accounting students with diverse disabilities. Thematic analysis yielded 
four key themes: (1) the availability of academic access that is not accompanied by exceptional guidance and 
counseling services; (2) the incompatibility of the online exam system with assistive technology and limited 
accessibility to video content; (3) psychological stress due to social stigma despite strong family support; and 
(4) learning isolation that triggers the need for a peer community. These findings indicate that the flexibility 
of open systems requires more integrated technical and social support. This study recommends proactive 
service transformation through UDL-based redesign and strengthening the role of student organizations as a 
basis for developing more transformative inclusion policies and for future mixed-methods research. 

Keywords:	 Accounting education, students with disabilities, open and distance learning, Universal Design 
for Learning (UDL), Indonesia.

INTRODUCTION
In the era of global education, the issue of inclusivity has become a key agenda item, prompting higher 
education institutions to re-evaluate their structures and practices. Increasing global recognition has 
highlighted the systemic challenges faced by students with disabilities, particularly in fields of study requiring 
high precision, such as accounting (Ariza & Hernandez, 2025). Accounting, as the language of business, 
demands technical proficiency in procedures and technology (Apostolou et al., 2023). This discipline is 
unique due to its heavy reliance on visual representations of financial data, its numerical complexity, and the 
use of specialized software that is often not fully compatible with assistive technology (Mohd Zabidi et al., 
2025). Therefore, ensuring equal access to accounting education is not simply a matter of legal compliance 
but a prerequisite for creating a representative profession.
In Indonesia, the commitment to inclusivity has been formally articulated through Regulation of the 
Republic of Indonesia Number 8 of 2016 Concerning Persons with Disabilities, supported by Regulation 
of the Minister of Research, Technology, and Higher Education of the Republic of Indonesia Number 46 
of 2017 Concerning Special Education and Special Service Education in Higher Education. Within this 
regulatory framework, Universitas Terbuka (UT) has a special mandate, pursuant to Government Regulation 
of the Republic of Indonesia Number 39 of 2022 Concerning Public Higher Education Institutions Legal 
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Entities Universitas Terbuka, to implement an Open and Distance Education system. Unlike other higher 
education institutions, which are authorized only to implement Distance Education within the scope of their 
study programs, UT has special legal authority to implement Open and Distance Education institutionally 
(Government Regulation of the Republic of Indonesia Number 39 of 2022 Concerning Public Higher 
Education Institutions Legal Entities Universitas Terbuka, 2022; Regulation of the Minister of Higher 
Education, Science, and Technology of the Republic of Indonesia Number 39 of 2025 Concerning Quality 
Assurance in Higher Education, 2025). The implementation of this Open and Distance Education system 
is a concrete manifestation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) in creating an inclusive learning 
environment for heterogeneous student profiles. 
The Open and Distance Education system at UT is based on two main pillars. The first pillar, the “Open” 
aspect, guarantees the right of every individual to enroll as a student, regardless of age, graduation year, or 
geographic location, provided they hold a high school diploma or equivalent (Government Regulation of the 
Republic of Indonesia Number 39 of 2022 Concerning Public Higher Education Institutions Legal Entities 
Universitas Terbuka, 2022). The second pillar, the “Distance” aspect, utilizes technology to overcome 
physical separation between students and instructors through synchronous and asynchronous interactions. 
However, the flexibility of this system does not guarantee inclusive accessibility without the support of a 
UDL-based curriculum design. Without this approach, students often face various digital barriers, such as 
material formats incompatible with screen readers and online exam systems that are difficult for users of 
assistive technology to access (Sanchez et al., 2024).
The urgency of this research is reinforced by internal data from Universitas Terbuka, which shows that in the 
second semester of the 2024/2025 academic year, 371 students with disabilities were enrolled in accounting 
programs out of a total of 45,190 students (Universitas Terbuka, 2025). As a “mega university,” UT faces 
significant challenges in ensuring the flexibility of Open and Distance Education is truly inclusive. Globally, 
there is a wide gap; in the United States, for example, only 16% of students with disabilities complete a 
bachelor’s degree in seven years, compared to 51% of students without disabilities (Miller et al., 2020). This 
gap is often caused by an accommodation mismatch, in which institutional support does not align with 
students’ functional needs (Gin et al., 2022).
Previous studies have confirmed the effectiveness of the asynchronous model in providing flexibility (Berestok 
O, 2021; Picault, 2021), but Lynch et al. (2025) note that students with disabilities’ experiences are often 
hampered by pedagogical and social factors beyond technical issues. Similarly, Manase (2024) emphasizes 
that digital inclusion should empower student agency and self-advocacy. To address this, the UDL framework 
developed by CAST (2024) offers a proactive approach to removing barriers to learning from the planning 
stage by providing multiple methods of engagement, representation, and expression (Coffman & Draper, 
2022). In higher education, UDL has been shown to be effective in facilitating diverse learning and health 
needs through responsive service integration (Mpolomoka et al., 2025). 
Despite its popularity in the West, research on the implementation of UDL in large-scale distance learning 
systems in developing countries like Indonesia remains limited, particularly in technical disciplines like 
accounting, which face unique challenges related to software accessibility and career transitions (Mohd 
Zabidi et al., 2025). The originality of this research stands out when comparing the Indonesian context with 
international experiences in Europe and Australia, which have begun to emphasize the social aspect (sense 
of community) and the role of technology as a compensatory tool supported by strong social interactions 
(Gunes et al., 2024; Ohrstedt et al., 2024).
The uniqueness of this study lies in its student-centered approach to exploring how UT’s open and distance 
learning system, as an implementation of UDL, interacts with the learning realities of accounting students. 
Drawing on qualitative insights (Sharma, 2017), this study aims to map students’ experiences and needs, 
identify teaching practices that facilitate or hinder them, and develop practical recommendations. The study’s 
contribution lies in providing policy recommendations applicable to study program managers and related 
units to strengthen the integration of UDL within the open and distance learning ecosystem.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
The Social Model of Disability and Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
This study is rooted in the social model of disability, which fundamentally shifts the focus from individual 
impairments to environmental barriers. In contrast to the medical model that views disability as an inherent 
deficit or disorder within the individual that needs to be “fixed,” the social model defines disability as a 
social construct that emerges from the interaction between individuals and inaccessible environments (Duff 
& Ferguson, 2012). In this view, the responsibility for ensuring inclusivity lies with institutions through 
redesigning learning environments, rather than with students adapting to rigid systems. As an operational 
bridge, the UDL framework offers a proactive approach through three core principles: providing multiple 
modes of information presentation, various modes of expression, and multiple modes of engagement (CAST, 
2024). 
Despite their influence, critics have highlighted several theoretical limitations of both frameworks. The social 
model is often criticized for overemphasizing structural barriers, tending to ignore the reality of personal 
experiences related to pain or functional limitations that still require medical intervention (Lynch et al., 
2025). Meanwhile, the implementation of UDL often faces challenges such as high faculty workloads and 
the need for significant institutional resources to provide diverse learning formats (Coffman & Draper, 
2022). Furthermore, there is a risk of “standardizing inclusion,” in which providing technical accessibility 
alone is deemed sufficient without addressing the agency and unique needs of each student (Manase, 2024).

Asynchronous Learning Methods and Digital Inclusion
There are two types of learning methods, which are synchronous and asynchronous. Asynchronous learning 
is commonly used by open and distance education institutions, which is an ideal way to implement flexibility. 
This method promises learners autonomy to manage their own pace, time, and place of study, which is 
highly beneficial for students with chronic health conditions, mobility impairments, or those who require 
more time for information processing (Berestok O, 2021; Picault, 2021). However, this autonomy is often 
hampered by multidimensional digital barriers. Technically, many Learning Management Systems (LMS) 
are not fully compliant with the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), such as PDF materials that 
are not screen-reader-friendly or videos without transcripts (Sanchez et al., 2024). Furthermore, Morisson 
(2022) highlights that the use of online proctoring software often incorrectly marks involuntary gestures as 
cheating or even blocks assistive technology.
Pedagogically, the lack of faculty preparedness to design inclusive courses results in a disproportionate burden 
of advocacy falling on students, who must repeatedly request accommodations for each course (Gin et al., 
2022; Lehan et al., 2025). This experience is exacerbated by social factors; students with disabilities risk 
feeling isolated in asynchronous forums if the instructional design fails to foster a strong sense of community 
(Gunes et al., 2024; Lynch et al., 2025). Therefore, digital inclusion must move beyond mere “access” to 
“empowering” student agency (Manase, 2024; Ohrstedt et al., 2024).

Accounting Education and Disability
Accounting education has historically played a role in determining competency standards in the business world. 
Still, critical perspectives suggest that accounting also contributes to the construction of bodily identities and 
concepts of disability. Bishop & Boden (2008) argue that accounting discourse often links “normal” bodies 
to the maximization of surplus labor, while disability is constructed through the lens of “compliance costs.” 
As an “intellectual profession,” accounting should offer broad opportunities for individuals with disabilities, 
emphasizing cognitive rather than physical abilities (Duff & Ferguson, 2012). However, in the 5.0 Era, 
technical challenges such as integrating highly visual AI and blockchain technologies and using accounting 
software incompatible with assistive technology often create impenetrable digital “gateways” (Mohd Zabidi 
et al., 2025; Situmorang et al., 2025; Tavares et al., 2023).
The digital transformation in accounting education also demands an assessment of student readiness and 
engagement. The use of LMS requires students to have strong self-regulation skills to master complex 
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material (Krasodomska & Godawska, 2021). While gamified learning models are being developed to increase 
motivation, their development must ensure that these elements do not create new sensory barriers for people 
with disabilities (Kao et al., 2023). Furthermore, barriers to inclusion in accounting are intersectional; 
students with disabilities from minority groups or with certain cognitive health conditions often face greater 
access and emotional disparities (Cooc, 2022; Stein et al., 2023).
Institutionally, the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), through its International Education 
Standards (IES), now places greater emphasis on developing inclusive ethical values and professional 
behavior (International Federation of Accountants, 2026; Kermis & Kermis, 2010). IES 3 and IES 4 require 
graduates to possess strong interpersonal skills and objectivity, which can only be achieved if the educational 
environment provides accessible alternative pathways, such as apprenticeship programs (International 
Federation of Accountants, 2023). Accounting education must transform into a corridor that facilitates 
student agency, enabling them to navigate a challenging curriculum independently rather than simply 
accepting reactive accommodations (Manase, 2024; Mohapatra et al., 2025).
The realities of the workplace present additional challenges for people with disabilities, as accounting firms 
often lack a comprehensive understanding and inclusive personnel policies (Duff & Ferguson, 2007). This 
gap underscores the importance of the transition from education to the workplace. The lack of assistive 
technology support in the workplace and negative employer perceptions often hinder the social mobility 
of graduates with disabilities (Mohd Zabidi et al., 2025). Therefore, integrating UDL principles into the 
accounting curriculum at distance learning universities, such as UT, is urgent. This step aims to equip 
students with the employability skills, digital resilience, and professionalism necessary to reduce stigma in an 
increasingly competitive global job market (Carvalho & Almeida, 2022; Filipova, 2025; Twyford & Dean, 
2024).

METHOD 
This study adopted a qualitative approach to gain an in-depth understanding of students with disabilities’ 
subjective meanings, perceptions, and experiences (Zhu et al., 2024). The research design used was a case 
study focusing on the accounting study program at UT. The philosophical foundation of this research 
rests on the social constructivism paradigm, which views the realities of “accessibility” and “flexibility” 
as constructs shaped through social interactions and personal experiences within the open and distance 
education ecosystem (Khan & MacEachen, 2021).

Participants
The sampling strategy used was purposive sampling with a maximum variation approach. This approach 
aims to capture the richness of phenomena across a spectrum of disability types. Participants were selected 
using a database of study program students classified by disability type and location. The invitation 
process was conducted via instant messaging and phone calls, adapting to the most effective long-distance 
communication preferences for students with disabilities in this context. Of the ten candidates contacted, 
six students volunteered to participate. The number of six participants was deemed sufficient to achieve data 
saturation and the depth of analysis required within the framework of a qualitative case study within a single 
study program.

Table 1. Participant demographics

 Name Gender UT Region Type of Disability Semester GPA

Bagas  
Wayan

Male Jakarta Vision impairment 4 3.45

Male Denpasar Vision impairment 4 3.23

Agung Male Bogor Physical disability 4 2.96

Vera Female Denpasar Hearing impairment 5 2.43

Reza Male Yogyakarta Physical disability 5 2.64

Novi Male Denpasar Intellectual disability 2 3.42



139

Data Collection and Analysis
Data collection methods in this study included semi-structured interviews and observations (Pierrès et al., 
2025). 

•	 Semi-Structured Interviews: Interviews were conducted both in person at the participant’s residence 
and online via Zoom, depending on the participant’s availability. Each session lasted between 45 
and 60 minutes. A family member accompanied some participants. The interview protocol was read 
aloud to each participant to facilitate their answering. If participants appeared to have difficulty 
understanding a question or statement, the researcher further explained the meaning. The interview 
protocol included questions/statements such as: “Is the format of the material easily readable by 
your assistive technology?” and “Has UT implemented accessible learning?” All sessions were audio-
recorded by the researcher with the participant’s consent and transcribed verbatim. To ensure the 
instrument’s clarity, a pilot interview was conducted with one student with a disability (not the 
primary participant).

•	 Observation: Non-participant observation was conducted of student activities within UT’s digital 
ecosystem. This included observing student interactions in the LMS, how they accessed digital 
learning materials, and the implementation of final semester exams

Data were analyzed using Thematic Analysis following six systematic phases (Braun & Clarke, 2006): (1) 
familiarization with the data; (2) systematic generation of initial codes; (3) searching for potential themes; 
(4) reviewing themes; (5) defining and naming the final themes; and (6) preparing an analytical narrative 
report. To ensure data validity (trustworthiness), this study implemented several credibility testing strategies 
as follows:

•	 Source Triangulation and Researcher Reflexivity: The researcher triangulated sources by cross-checking 
interview results (participants’ verbal data) with field observations to ensure the consistency of the 
findings (Schlunegger et al., 2024). Furthermore, the credibility of this research is strengthened by the 
researcher’s position as a permanent lecturer in the Accounting Study Program at UT and her direct 
involvement in the student learning ecosystem. As a hearing loss survivor (with a history of eardrum 
reconstruction surgery), the researcher has an “insider” perspective that provides a strategic advantage. 
This position allows for broader data access, a deeper understanding of UT’s institutional dynamics, 
and an emotional closeness that builds trust (rapport) with participants. In qualitative methodology, 
this kind of relationship is a key factor in obtaining authentic, in-depth, and meaningful data.

•	 Member Checking: The researcher reconfirmed the findings by reading back the summary of the 
findings and initial interpretations to the participants. This step aims to ensure that the collected data 
is accurate and accurately reflects participants’ authentic experiences and perceptions. 

•	 Researcher Consensus: To minimize subjective bias, the coding process was conducted independently 
by the researcher, followed by a discussion session with colleagues. This process aimed to reach 
agreement on emerging themes so that data categorization remained consistent and objective.

Research Ethics
This research was conducted in accordance with ethical principles. All participants provided verbal informed 
consent after receiving a comprehensive explanation of the study’s objectives, procedures, potential risks, 
and their right to withdraw at any time without consequence. The researchers ensured complete data 
confidentiality by using pseudonyms in all reports and publications to protect participants’ privacy and 
identities. 

FINDINGS
Based on thematic analysis of interview transcripts and observation notes, this study identified four key 
themes describing the experiences of accounting students with disabilities at UT. These findings highlight 
the interplay between institutional philosophy, technology design, and social dynamics within the open and 
distance learning ecosystem.
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Theme 1: Institutional Inclusivity Amid Unmet Support Needs
An analysis of students with disabilities’ experiences at UT reveals a central theme characterized by a duality: 
a deep appreciation for the institution’s philosophy of inclusivity, alongside the reality of critical gaps in 
support services.

The “Open” Philosophy as a Space of Acceptance

Overall, participants perceived UT as a genuinely “open” institution, with its open and distance learning 
model inherently eliminating physical barriers to discrimination. This gratitude was extreme among those 
who had previously struggled to gain admission to other institutions. As expressed by Agung: 

“At UT, I feel accepted. It truly lives up to its name, “Terbuka (Open)”. Not every school or university 
is willing to accept people like us, but here we can. In other places, people often judge us by our physical 
condition before our abilities. Here, everyone has the same opportunity to learn”.

Service Fairness and Psychosocial Support Gaps

Despite the fulfillment of basic access, critical perspectives have emerged regarding the concept of “equal 
service.” Doubts have been raised about the concept of providing “equal service” to everyone, as uniform 
services may not necessarily be fair to students with diverse needs. Wayan questioned this sharply:

“I agree that UT provides equal access, but ‘equal’ doesn’t always mean fair. The word ‘equal’ itself needs 
to be reconsidered. My needs as a visually impaired student for audio materials are certainly different 
from those of my hearing-impaired friends who need visual ones. So, what we need is not sameness, but 
personalized support”.

The most significant and fundamental issue identified was the lack of non-academic support services, 
particularly guidance and counseling, especially for students with disabilities. This lack of services was seen as 
a significant gap that directly impacted their psychosocial well-being and motivation to learn. Novi strongly 
voiced this urgent need:

“That kind of service (counseling) doesn’t seem to exist yet, even though we really need it. Sometimes the 
problem isn’t about the lessons, but about motivation or how to deal with pressure… we need a place to 
talk, a source of encouragement when we feel down”.

The sense of insufficient support was reinforced by the very nature of UT’s asynchronous learning model, 
which participants described as freedom earned at the cost of loneliness. On the one hand, students felt free 
from physical and time constraints. On the other hand, this freedom placed them in isolated learning spaces, 
where the responsibility for understanding the material and maintaining motivation rested entirely on their 
own shoulders. Limited and delayed interaction with tutors further deepened this sense of isolation. The lack 
of spontaneous interaction made formal support services even more critical, yet they felt absent.
Ultimately, these findings capture the participants’ dual feelings: UT has succeeded in providing a “home” 
with doors wide open to all—a commendable achievement in institutional inclusivity. However, their 
experiences reveal that this home still feels empty, lacking the essential “furnishings” of structured, adaptive, 
and equitable support services. As one participant concluded, 

“UT truly lives up to its name, ‘Open.’ The opportunities are enormous. What is needed now are clear 
follow-up actions.” Meanwhile, the urgent need continues to echo: “There’s still no counseling and 
guidance service specifically for students with disabilities, though it’s important”.
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Theme 2: Asynchronous Learning: Between Digital Independence and Logistical 
Barriers
Learning Independence and Content Accessibility

The findings reveal a stark contradiction: on the one hand, this mode was consciously chosen because it 
offered empowering digital independence and flexibility; on the other hand, this independence was often 
hampered by logistical challenges and technical accessibility issues at crucial learning stages. Participants’ 
decisions to choose asynchronous learning were driven by their desire to control their own pace and learning 
methods. For some, this format proved highly effective. Vera, for example, found great value in the visually 
rich format, which she could revisit whenever she needed.

“I really like online tutorials (asynchronous). They have many visuals, such as slides and videos. I can pause 
and replay them as many times as I need until I understand. In a regular class, I would have fallen far 
behind. This allows me to be independent”.

Looking deeper into the learning materials, the quality of digital content becomes a major determinant. 
One of the most common issues is the “visual trap” found in explanatory videos. These videos, which are 
supposed to serve as supplementary learning aids, are often designed under the assumption that all students 
can see the screen, thus excluding students with vision impairments. Wayan further criticized this issue:

“Sometimes in the explanatory videos provided in the online tutorials, they say things like ‘As you can see 
here…’ or ‘Pay attention to this arrow…’ while showing the calculation process on the screen. Of course, I 
can’t ‘see’ that. So, a video that should have helped me actually made me more confused.”

The asynchronous nature of learning also creates pedagogical challenges, primarily due to the slow feedback 
loop in the learning process. For Novi, these delays disrupted her learning momentum, particularly in 
procedural courses like accounting. She struggled to determine whether her understanding was correct, and 
by the time feedback arrived, the context of her confusion had been lost.
Finally, a crucial finding from this theme is the fragmentation of information regarding supplementary 
learning resources. While UT provides a “treasure trove” of support, such as online seminars, e-lecturing, 
and UT Radio, all of which have significant potential to assist students, access to these resources remains 
inadequate. These services are not communicated in a centralized or proactive manner. Reza expressed his 
frustration:

“Information about learning support services is scattered. Some are on UT’s Instagram, some on faculty 
or program Instagram accounts, and some on Telegram. Why not collect it all in one easy-to-access place, 
perhaps right on our tutorial page or in a place where we often get our information?. Finding out seminar 
schedules feels like an extra job outside of studying”.

Evaluation Barriers and Technology Mismatches

Digital autonomy often hits a dead end in the final evaluation phase, which requires physical presence. Here, 
logistical barriers become a key determinant of success. Reza, who had no academic difficulties, highlighted 
how physical mobility was his main obstacle at the time (in 2023):

“Studying from home really helps. But when it’s exam time, that’s when the problem appears. I have to go 
to the exam site, and that takes a lot of effort. If no family member is available to take me, then that’s it, I 
can’t attend the exam, even though I’ve studied so hard”.

In 2024, UT introduced improvements to its examination services. Previously, domestic students could choose 
between two exam formats: online exams (UO) and face-to-face exams (UTM), which required students to be 
physically present at the exam location. An additional option, remote proctoring (UO RP), is now available. This 
service, previously limited to international students, is now available to domestic students as well. Registration 
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for UO RP involves submitting a request to transfer the exam schedule to the UT regional office where the 
student is registered, after which UT will set the exam schedule. To participate in UO RP, students must meet 
several requirements: a laptop, a stable internet connection, and additional camera equipment.
In addition to physical barriers, there are also technical challenges during the exam. Assistive technology, 
which is key to independent learning, often proves incompatible with the exam system. Wayan explained 
how his assistive device became useless at the most critical moment:

“I use a screen reader application for modules and online tutorial materials, and it works smoothly. But 
the online exam system seems to be incompatible with it. In the end, during the exam, the questions had 
to be read aloud, one by one, by the proctor or an assistant. The process became slow, and I felt constantly 
monitored, unable to think freely”.

Overall, Theme 2 concluded that while asynchronous learning offers essential digital freedoms, its potential 
has not been fully realized. The success of students with disabilities remains hampered by recurring issues: 
technological incompatibility, partially inaccessible learning content, and systemic failures to effectively 
disseminate information about learning resources. However, some services have been improved to meet 
student needs, such as the UO RP unit.

Theme 3: The Crucial Role of Support Ecosystems and the Struggle Against Stigma
The third theme shifts from an institutional analysis to external factors that fundamentally influence the 
success and well-being of students with disabilities. The findings highlight two major forces working 
simultaneously: the crucial role of personal support ecosystems—especially family—as the foundation, and 
the ongoing struggle against social stigma that creates psychological distress. From the tension between these 
two forces emerges a strong collective aspiration for independence and equal treatment.

Family as the Main Pillar

Support from the immediate environment, particularly family, is the main pillar that enables participants 
to begin and continue their studies. Without this safety net, many feel they would be unable to face future 
academic challenges. Bagas’s experience reflects this reality:

“I wasn’t blind from birth, but I became blind a few years ago due to an illness, so I’m still adapting. 
Fortunately, my family is very supportive. My parents often help by reading study modules or finding 
materials online. Without them, I don’t know if I could have continued or not”.

Support often goes hand in hand with internal expectations and stigma from the wider community. 
Participants face pressure to prove themselves to the same standards as non-disabled individuals, often 
without a complete understanding of the barriers they face. This pressure can even come from generally 
supportive families. Vera shared the dilemma she faced:

“My parents are very demanding. They said, ‘You have to get good grades; you can’t lose to others (non-
disabled students).’ They support me, but sometimes the pressure feels heavy, as if I’m not allowed to show 
my struggles”.

Aspirations for Empowerment and Independence

The tension between reliance on personal support and pressure to achieve has led participants to strongly 
desire to be seen as equals. The combination of these two pressures has resulted in the most fundamental 
aspiration expressed by all participants: the desire to be recognized as equal and independent individuals. 
This desire for independence does not mean rejecting assistance altogether, but rather a call for a paradigm 
shift from a charity-based system to one rooted in facilitation and empowerment. This aspiration is deeply 
summarized in Bagas’ statement: 
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“We’re not asking for pity, we’re asking for access we can manage ourselves.”

Eventually, this theme emphasizes that academic support alone is not enough. There is an urgent need 
for structured psychosocial support channels, such as counselling and mentoring services, that specifically 
address the experiences of students with disabilities in distance learning contexts. These services are crucial 
for helping students manage stress, cope with stigma-related pressures, and negotiate the accommodations 
they need to achieve true independence.

Theme 4: The Need for Community and Bottom-Up Initiatives
This final theme significantly challenges the basic assumption that students in distance education systems are 
completely isolated and independent.

Longing for Social Interaction and Grassroots Initiatives

Despite being enrolled in individual and asynchronous learning models, these findings reveal a deep longing 
for community and social interaction. The isolation that arises from self-paced learning creates a fundamental 
need for spaces where students can connect, share experiences, and support each other as they face similar 
challenges.
This need was powerfully and clearly articulated by Novi, who not only voiced the issue but also offered a 
concrete, bottom-up initiative. Novi proposed that institutions should not rely solely on online interactions 
but also proactively facilitate real-world connections. She enthusiastically shared her vision:

“Online learning is great, but we are also human. We need to meet friends. I imagine it would be 
wonderful if UT in each region regularly held ‘gatherings’. Not for formal learning, but just to hang out, 
talk, and encourage each other.”

In addition to informal meetings, he also suggested a structured peer support system. This proposal 
demonstrates a deep understanding of the practical and emotional needs faced by students with disabilities, 
especially newcomers.

Institutional Response through Student Organizations

UT began addressing this need for community in 2025, following the completion of this research in 2023. 
Student Organizations (Ormawa) were established in each regional UT. Ormawa focuses on two main 
areas: academic development and student interests and talents. While not explicitly designed for students 
with disabilities, these organizations provide a valuable platform for networking, gaining peer support, and 
adapting to the academic environment. As such, Ormawa serves as a first step toward a more inclusive and 
responsive support system, which is particularly beneficial for students.

“A ‘Disability Support Program’ could also be created. Senior students or volunteers could assist new 
students with disabilities, helping them navigate the LMS, learn study techniques, or simply be a friend 
to talk to. This would really help reduce that feeling of loneliness.” (Bagas)

The practical suggestions shared directly by the participants have significant implications. They demonstrate 
that technology and learning materials, no matter how sophisticated, cannot completely replace the human 
element of education: a sense of belonging, emotional support, and social bonds. The need for community 
is no longer merely an add-on but an integral part of a positive, supportive educational ecosystem that 
ultimately enhances student motivation and academic success. This theme emphasizes that, to create a 
truly inclusive environment, UT must provide space for the growth of strong relationships and community 
among its students.
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DISCUSSIONS
The findings of this study reveal a fundamental conflict within the open and distance learning ecosystem. 
Although UT has successfully ensured “Openness” by eliminating age and physical barriers through an 
asynchronous learning model, as mandated by Government Regulation of the Republic of Indonesia 
Number 39 of 2022 Concerning Public Higher Education Institutions Legal Entities Universitas Terbuka, 
this flexibility has not fully met the inclusive “Accessibility” aspect. Rather than simply proving that online 
learning is flexible (Muller & Mildenberger, 2021; Santiago Jr et al., 2021), this study shows that without 
proactive instructional design, flexibility can actually burden students with disabilities with disproportionate 
self-advocacy responsibilities.
Based on the mapping of Lynch et al. (2025) systematic review, the study’s findings demonstrate a strong 
link between pedagogical, technical, and social barriers in international distance learning. Participants’ 
experiences demonstrate that barriers in Open and Distance learning systems are no longer merely physical, 
but have evolved into digital architecture and rigid curriculum policies. This shift in the form of institutional 
barriers reinforces the Social Model of Disability, which places responsibility on institutions to reduce 
environmental barriers (Duff & Ferguson, 2012). 
When support systems continue to operate with a one-size-fits-all approach, an accommodation mismatch 
arises. Participants’ critique of the concepts of “equity” (equality of services) versus “fairness” (personalized 
support) calls for a more concrete implementation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) to relieve 
students of the burden of exhausting self-advocacy (Gin et al., 2022; Lehan et al., 2025).
To address the “visual trap” in accounting, educators should adopt the principle of Multiple Means of 
Representation (CAST, 2024). In practice, instructional redesign can include the use of screen-reader-
optimized spreadsheets with in-depth alternative text for each important cell, as well as explanatory videos 
with audio description (Redstone & Luo, 2024). These proactive measures not only assist students with 
visual impairments but also strengthen all students’ understanding through multiple sensory modalities 
(Coffman & Draper, 2022).
In accounting, digital barriers typically manifest through the incompatibility of assistive technologies such 
as screen readers with online learning and examination platforms, particularly as digital proctoring systems 
often block accessibility tools and threaten students’ professional independence (Morisson, 2022), even 
though the ability to navigate numerical data is a fundamental prerequisite for the profession (Situmorang 
et al., 2025; Tavares et al., 2023). The tension between ease and difficulty is evident in the learning and 
assessment process: students benefit from the flexibility of video playback (Berestok O, 2021; Picault, 2021), 
but these benefits are lost when the content is solely visual, without audio description, and when screen 
reader applications cannot be used during exams. Accessibility failures at this stage of education not only 
hinder the transition to the workforce but also potentially reinforce employers’ negative perceptions of 
graduates’ practical competence (Mohd Zabidi et al., 2025). This issue becomes increasingly important 
with the implementation of the 2026 International Education Standards (IES) update issued by IFAC, 
which establishes digital competence and an ethic of inclusivity as key pillars (International Federation of 
Accountants, 2026). Although the UT has taken progressive steps through the introduction of introduced 
the Online Examination with Remote Proctoring (UO RP) option since 2024 to address mobility barriers, 
challenges at the platform design level and content accessibility still require continuous development to 
align with the principles of UDL (CAST, 2024), thus necessitating an inclusion roadmap that can bridge 
the flexibility of learning in higher education with the future technological needs of accounting firms (Duff 
& Ferguson, 2012; Filipova, 2025; Twyford & Dean, 2024).
This study also shows that institutional systems are not the sole determinant of student success (Edenfield 
& McBrayer, 2020). Family support has been shown to be a fundamental factor or pillar of resilience (Gao 
et al., 2021; Lin & Zainudin, 2024). However, there are local nuances in Indonesia where family support is 
often a “double-edged sword.” On the one hand, family is the primary support system; on the other hand, 
high expectations and societal stigma force students to hide their difficulties to appear “normal” (Lynch 
et al., 2025). Social pressure to achieve on par with non-disabled students makes them feel less desirable 



145

as objects of pity and more as independent individuals in need of a supportive system (Barbareschi et al., 
2021; Rasset et al., 2022). These contradictory psychosocial dynamics emphasize the urgency of providing 
specialized counseling services to mediate these pressures.
The most challenging finding in this study is students’ deep learning for a sense of community (Gunes 
et al., 2024; Pei et al., 2024; Prodgers et al., 2023). While asynchronous autonomy is crucial for student 
mobility (Berestok O, 2021; Picault, 2021; Rozi et al., 2021), social isolation remains a real threat to learning 
motivation (Gunes et al., 2024). Comparisons with international contexts indicate that distance learning 
students in Europe also face similar isolation challenges. However, the Community of Inquiry (CoI) model 
shows that social presence can be built through collaborative forum design (Ohrstedt et al., 2024). UT’s 
move to establish a Student Organization (Ormawa) in 2025 is a transformative step towards building 
community resilience. This platform supports student agency to shift from a “compassion” model to true 
empowerment (Manase, 2024).
This study acknowledges the limitations of the participants, who were limited to a single study program. 
Therefore, these findings are contextual and not intended for statistical generalization. However, the available 
data is sufficient to urge an evolution from reactive accommodation to proactive service transformation. 
Accounting education must equip students with employability skills and digital resilience to prepare them 
to overcome stigma in a competitive global job market (Filipova, 2025; Twyford & Dean, 2024). UT must 
continue to transform to ensure that its “Open” mandate truly manifests itself in a learning ecosystem that 
is equitable, responsive, and empowering for all (Sharma, 2017).

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS
This study concludes that the experiences of accounting students with disabilities in the asynchronous 
learning system at Universitas Terbuka (UT) are characterized by a duality between formal accessibility 
and functional barriers. While the “Open” philosophy has successfully broken-down physical barriers and 
systemic discrimination, this flexibility has not been fully integrated with accessible learning designs. Key 
findings indicate that technical barriers, such as the incompatibility of the exam platform with assistive 
technology, and pedagogical barriers, such as visual accounting content without audio description, as well as 
the lack of essential non-academic support services, such as guidance and counselling, significantly hinder 
students’ professional development. Therefore, there is a need for service evolution from passive access 
providers to proactive learning facilitators that systematically integrate UDL principles to ensure equity for 
all learners.
Based on the research findings, recommended operational steps include redesigning the online exam 
platform based on WCAG standards to ensure compatibility with screen readers, a gradual redesign of the 
Accounting Study Program’s learning content by adding text to video tutorials, strengthening the role of 
student organizations at the regional university level through the establishment of disability assistance units 
for new students, and providing a centralized, accessible dashboard for all learning support information by 
the Student Services Unit.
This study has limitations, including its contextual nature, its focus on a single study program with a limited 
number of participants, its reliance on student perspectives, and its use of indirect digital observations 
that do not fully capture physical barriers in personal learning environments. Nevertheless, this study 
contributes to mapping specific digital barriers to accounting education in the context of distance learning 
in developing countries. It provides a basis for formulating more transformative inclusion policies. Future 
research is recommended to use a mixed-methods approach to measure the impact of UDL implementation 
quantitatively, as well as to conduct a longitudinal study evaluating the effectiveness of peer mentoring 
through student organizations on students with disabilities’ retention and academic success.
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