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ABSTRACT

This study explores the transportation barriers faced by university students with disabilities (PWDs) in
Malaysian universities, particularly at Universiti Teknologi MARA Seremban, highlighting how these
challenges impact their mobility and social inclusion. Despite policy efforts aimed at promoting
inclusivity, lived realities reveal systemic infrastructural, attitudinal, and financial constraints that
continue to marginalize PWD students. Utilizing a qualitative phenomenological approach, semi-
structured interviews were conducted with five students with diverse disabilities in UiTM, Seremban.
Findings indicate three major themes: inadequate transport infrastructure (e.g., non-functional
elevators, lack of universal design), negative societal perceptions (e.g., stigma, lack of staff training),
and high transport costs especially for e-hailing services used as alternatives to inaccessible public
transit. These barriers disrupt students’ independence, punctuality, and participation in academic and
extracurricular activities. The study underscores that transportation access is not merely a logistical
concern but a matter of social justice, closely linked to educational equity and national development
goals under the MADANI framework. It calls for collaborative interventions between universities,
transport authorities, and policymakers to implement universal design standards, conduct disability
sensitivity training, and provide financial support for accessible mobility. The study offers empirical
insights to inform inclusive campus planning and national transport policies that reflect the lived
experiences of students with disabilities.
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INTRODUCTION

National development in Malaysia has gradually embraced a more inclusive and equitable framework,
emphasizing the centrality of human dignity, empowerment, and access to opportunity for all segments
of society. The recent launch of the MADANI framework in 2023 marks a significant evolution in this
discourse, emphasizing six core values, sustainability, care and compassion, respect, innovation,
prosperity, and trust. Among these, the pillar of care and compassion stands out as a moral imperative
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to ensure that no individual or community is left behind in the pursuit of progress, including persons
with disabilities (PWDs) (Anisma Zulfiani, 2019 in Azman & Abdul Rahman, 2023). This approach
aligns with global calls for inclusive development and echoes Malaysia’s commitment to the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), ratified in 2010.

Despite these ambitious policy declarations, the lived realities of PWDs in Malaysia, particularly within
higher education settings remain characterized by systemic challenges and exclusion. One critical yet
underexplored dimension of this marginalization is transportation accessibility for university students
with disabilities. While efforts have been made to improve accessibility on campuses, the link between
transportation infrastructure and student mobility, participation, and academic success remains
inadequately addressed. This oversight is especially troubling, given that access to reliable and inclusive
transportation is fundamental to ensuring equal educational opportunities (Kamarudin et al., 2023;
Alston, 2020).

University life is inherently mobility intensive. Students must navigate campuses, attend off-site
activities, access healthcare and counselling services, participate in extracurricular programs, and
connect with the broader community. For students with disabilities, these basic expectations are often
disrupted by physical and systemic barriers in transportation infrastructure. According to the World
Bank (2017) and Abd Aziz et al. (2023), transportation access is not merely a convenience, and it is a
critical determinant of quality of life, economic participation, and social inclusion. For PWD university
students, it is a gateway to independence, self-development, and full academic engagement.

Moreover, transportation accessibility is intricately tied to Malaysia’s aspirations for inclusive
economic growth. The education sector plays a pivotal role in shaping future human capital, and
universities serve as key incubators of innovation, critical thinking, and leadership. Excluding students
with disabilities from equitable access to these spaces undermines the national agenda of shared
prosperity as outlined in the MADANI framework. Inclusive transportation systems, as highlighted by
Best et al. (2022) and Bannister (2008), are not only socially just but also economically prudent,
enabling broader participation in the labour market and reducing dependency on social support systems.

The barriers encountered by PWD students are not solely infrastructural. They are also attitudinal and
systemic, often shaped by a lack of awareness, insufficient policy enforcement, and a culture that still
views disability through a charitable rather than rights-based lens (Ramli et al., 2023; Abdullah et al.,
2017; Kaur et al., 2015). These challenges intersect with broader social issues such as stigma, lack of
institutional support, and weak enforcement of accessibility standards under the Persons with
Disabilities Act 2008. Consequently, university students with disabilities frequently find themselves
marginalized from full academic and social participation, which may negatively affect their academic
performance, mental health, and long-term career prospects.

The need for research that centres the voices and experiences of PWD university students is therefore
urgent. While previous studies have examined general accessibility issues faced by PWDs in public
spaces (Jani et al., 2020; Zainol et al., 2018), few have focused specifically on the higher education
environment, a setting that is both uniquely demanding and transformative. The transition from
secondary education to university often represents a critical juncture for students with disabilities,
requiring greater independence, complex navigation, and integration into diverse academic and social
settings.

This study proposes to investigate the transportation barriers faced by PWD university students in
Malaysia, aiming to understand how these challenges affect their mobility, autonomy, and educational
engagement. The focus on university students is justified by their unique developmental stage and the
strategic role of higher education in national development. Unlike other social groups, university
students are in a critical life phase where mobility can directly influence their identity formation,
academic success, and future societal contributions. Addressing their mobility constraints is not only
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an educational concern but a broader social justice issue that reflects Malaysia’s commitment to
inclusive, human-centred development.

By centering this research on PWD university students, this study aims to generate empirical insights
that can inform the development of inclusive transportation policies and campus planning strategies
aligned with the aspirations of the MADANI framework. Ultimately, such research contributes to
creating a university ecosystem and, by extension, a nation that values dignity, participation, and
opportunity for all.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Person With Disabilities (PWDs)

Persons with Disabilities (PWDs) are individuals who experience significant difficulties in
functioning and participation in society due to physical, mental, sensory, or intellectual impairments
that significantly limit their ability to participate fully in societal activities. The World Health
Organization defines disability as a complex, multidimensional experience that can be congenital or
acquired through illness, injury, or age-related conditions, with impairments potentially affecting
mobility, communication, and cognitive functions (World Health Organization, 2011). Disability is
broadly categorized under three types: physical, which includes motor and mobility impairments;
sensory, which includes visual and hearing impairments; and intellectual or developmental disabilities,
which impact learning, reasoning, and adaptive skills (World Health Organization, 2011). According to
the European Union (EU), a disability is any "long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory
impairment" that hinders a person's full participation in society on an equal basis with others (European
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2014). The EU emphasizes that disabilities can arise from
various factors, such as genetic disorders, accidents, or chronic conditions, and that the environment
often plays a crucial role in determining whether an impairment becomes a disability due to physical or
social barriers (European Disability Forum, 2020).

The nature and extent of disability vary widely among individuals; for instance, some PWDs
may require assistive devices or modifications to their environment, while others may have more
profound support needs that impact daily functioning and social integration. In scholarly research,
disabilities are frequently explored through the lens of the social model, which asserts that disabilities
are primarily caused by societal attitudes and environmental barriers, rather than the impairments
themselves (Oliver, 1996). This approach contrasts with the medical model, which views disability as
an individual's medical issue needing treatment or rehabilitation (Shakespeare, 2006). By understanding
disabilities from both individual and societal perspectives, frameworks such as the WHO's International
Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) provide a comprehensive view,
acknowledging the interaction between health conditions and contextual factors in shaping experiences
of disability (World Health Organization, 2001).

PWDs Transportation Challenge

PWDs encounter a range of obstacles that hinder their ability to fully participate in society,
while they require varying degrees of support, the challenges they face are often compounded by social
and environmental barriers that affect their access to public services, employment, and transportation,
and can prevent them from achieving independence and equal opportunities. PWDs in Southeast Asia,
particularly Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia face notable barriers in accessibility, affordability, and
social acceptance, compounded by varied government policies. The Malaysian law, Persons with
Disabilities Act 2008, acknowledges the rights of PWDs but lacks enforceable mandates on
accessibility, leading to uneven implementation across regions (CodeBlue, 2023; Kamarudin et al.,
2023).
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Singapore’s Enabling Masterplan has taken proactive measures by prioritizing accessibility in
public spaces and services, yet challenges remain in areas like private sector accessibility and affordable
assistive technology (Pei et al., 2021). In Indonesia, although the Disability Law No. 8/2016 establishes
the right to accessibility, public infrastructure remains largely inaccessible, and transportation
affordability is a significant barrier especially when lack of awareness and funding is involved (Hardi
& Murad, 2023; Wahyuni et al., 2016). These policy differences highlight the need for more
comprehensive frameworks across Southeast Asia that prioritize accessibility standards as a means of
fostering inclusivity for PWDs.

One significant issue for PWDs is accessibility, particularly concerning transportation and
infrastructure, which remains a global primary barrier to their independence and societal inclusion.
Various discussions highlight that accessibility of public transit for individuals with disabilities has
been a longstanding and complex problem, which is indicative of larger issues with inclusivity and
societal frameworks; particularly motioned by Mwaka et al. (2024); Jackson (2018) the argument that
public transportation often lacks essential features like ramps, elevators, and designated wheelchair
spaces, making it difficult for people with mobility impairments to board and exit.

Currie and Delbosc (2010) identified several environmental design flaws such as uneven
surfaces, the absence of tactile paving, and poor signage, all of which contribute to mobility challenges
for individuals with visual or cognitive impairments. These issues are echoed across Southeast Asia.
For example, Malaysia often lacks transport infrastructure that addresses the needs of persons with
disabilities (PWDs), resulting in restricted access to education, healthcare, and employment
opportunities (Kamarudin et al., 2023). Indonesia faces similar systemic barriers, as only a few cities
have adopted accessibility standards in public transportation. The absence of ramps, elevators, and other
accessible features at bus and train stations limits independent travel for individuals with mobility
impairments, leading to social isolation and reduced economic participation (Hardi and Murad, 2023;
Wahyuni et al.,, 2016). In contrast, Singapore stands out as a regional leader, having invested
significantly in accessible transport systems that include tactile paving, designated wheelchair spaces,
and priority seating. These efforts reflect the positive impact of proactive policies in fostering a more
inclusive society (Subramaniam, 2021).

Although Singapore made strides in improving accessible transport systems, with buses and
trains fitted to accommodate mobility aids; however, affordability remains a concern, especially for
PWDs from lower-income backgrounds (Pei et al., 2021). In addition to these arguments, the
availability of trained drivers and inclusive practices in public transport also vary widely, with limited
support services in Malaysia and Indonesia compared to Singapore. Social perceptions of PWDs further
shape the inclusivity landscape and play a role in shaping their experiences. Scholarly discussions
reviewed these aspects, for instance, Lucas (2012) provided empirical evidence that stigma and
discriminatory attitudes from transportation staff and passengers can make people with disabilities feel
isolated and uncomfortable. Morris (2001) highlights the impact of negative attitudes on their travel
experience. Policy gaps, such as weak legislation and lack of enforcement, further worsen these
challenges, as shown in Sierra et al. (2018). Additionally, insufficient training for transport staff on
disability awareness limits their ability to offer inclusive services (Jackson, 2018).

In many Southeast Asian cultures, disabilities are often stigmatized, leading to social exclusion
and limited community support for accessible infrastructure (Chou et al., 2023). Meanwhile in
Malaysia, social stigma toward PWDs remains a barrier, often limiting employment opportunities and
social interactions (Abdul Nasir, 2020). This stigma is similarly present in Indonesia, where societal
misconceptions can lead to marginalization of PWDs in education and work (Ariansyah et al., 2025).
Singapore has actively engaged in campaigns to improve public awareness, contributing to a more
accepting social environment, though gaps still exist in workplaces and schools (Pei et al., 2021). In all
three countries, affordability of assistive devices and accessible transportation options limits the
independence of PWDs, highlighting the need for subsidized programs and policy reinforcement to
improve the quality of life for these individuals’ raising concerns that their cost can be prohibitive for
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many PWDs, further exacerbating disparities in access. Addressing these issues requires a multi-faceted
approach that includes not only government intervention but also community-driven initiatives to shift
perceptions, improve accessibility, and promote equal opportunities for PWDs. By comparing policies
and practices, it becomes evident that countries prioritizing accessibility and public awareness
contribute significantly to the social and economic inclusion of PWDs, a standard that Malaysia and
other nations can strive to achieve.

Social Model Disability

The Social Model of Disability, conceptualized by British sociologist Mike Oliver in 1983,
represents a significant departure from the traditional medical model of disability. Rather than viewing
disability as an outcome of individual impairments or medical deficiencies, this model positions
disability as a socially constructed phenomenon, shaped by environmental and structural barriers
(Oliver, 2013). This paradigm emphasizes that it is not the physical or mental impairments themselves
that restrict individuals, but rather the socictal frameworks, infrastructure, and attitudes that fail to
accommodate diversity in human ability. Thus, the model reframes disability as a matter of rights and
inclusion rather than charity or care.

Oliver (2013) argued that societal barriers rather than individuals’ medical conditions are the
primary causes of disability. His model introduced a framework comprising four central types of
barriers: attitudinal, informational, financial, and physical. These elements offer a comprehensive
understanding of how exclusion is perpetuated across multiple domains of social life. The Social Model
has since served as a foundational lens through which scholars and advocates evaluate accessibility,
inclusion, and equity for persons with disabilities (PWDs).

Attitudinal Barriers

Attitudinal barriers refer to the societal perceptions and assumptions that view PWDs as
inherently less capable, often stemming from cultural prejudices and lack of awareness. Shakespeare
(2013) elaborated on this element by emphasizing how deep-seated biases influence interactions and
policy decisions. These barriers frequently manifest as discriminatory practices or paternalistic
behaviours that undermine the autonomy of PWDs. Alcura (2025) found that individuals with
disabilities are routinely subjected to mistreatment and exclusion, ranging from denial of services to
verbal abuse. Such experiences generate psychological distress and reinforce social isolation,
particularly in contexts such as public transportation (Algura, 2025).

In the Malaysian context, Islam (2015) critiqued the dominant welfare-oriented approach to
disability, arguing that it reinforces dependency rather than promoting rights and inclusion. This
perspective positions PWDs as recipients of charity rather than holders of equal citizenship. As Ramli
et al. (2023) and Abdullah et al., 2017 observed, misperceptions of PWDs as burdensome or
unproductive exacerbate exclusion, limiting their access to education, employment, and healthcare.
Such views impede inclusive development and contribute to structural discrimination (Abdul Nasir,
2020).

Informational Barriers

Informational barriers involve the lack of accessible communication, which can prevent PWDs
from participating fully in society. Shakespeare (2013) identified these as mental or cognitive obstacles
perpetuated by the misconception that disability is synonymous with intellectual inferiority. These
barriers often result in inaccessible signage, absence of real-time information, and lack of inclusive
communication formats, which collectively hinder autonomy and mobility (Jani et al., 2020). Strategies
to address these issues include providing information in various formats such as Braille, audio
announcements, and multiple language translations as well as ensuring clarity in public signage and
digital interfaces.
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Abdul Nasir (2020) noted that digital platforms, including mobile applications and ticketing
systems, are often inaccessible to PWDs, creating further exclusion in public transport systems. Ramli
et al. (2023) highlighted how language limitations in public transit particularly the lack of multilingual
announcements affects those with visual or cognitive impairments. Khoo et al. (2013) added that
workplace discrimination is exacerbated by public administrative practices that neglect to support or
adequately communicate with PWDs. These issues are compounded by the state's insufficient efforts to
integrate PWDs into the labour market. The absence of inclusive informational infrastructure thereby
perpetuates isolation and dependency, particularly among marginalized groups within the PWD
community (Zainol et al., 2018).

Financial Barriers

Financial barriers encompass the economic constraints that limit PWDs' access to essential
services and opportunities. Shakespeare (2013) emphasized that financial exclusion is socially
constructed through inequitable policies and a lack of support systems. Kamarudin et al. (2023)
criticized the Malaysian context for failing to offer affordable and inclusive resources to PWDs, thereby
compounding their social and economic marginalization. Ramli et al. (2023) and Abdul Nasir (2020)
noted that the high costs of specialized transport services such as paratransit and accessible taxis render
regular travel infeasible for many individuals.

Abdul Nasir (2020) further explained that owning or modifying a vehicle for accessibility,
including the installation of ramps and adaptive controls, involves prohibitive expenses that are often
beyond the means of low-income PWDs. Though some financial assistance programs exist, they are
often constrained by strict eligibility criteria and limited outreach, excluding those who need them most
(Abdullah et al., 2017). Financial burdens also extend to healthcare costs, assistive technologies, and
daily living aids many of which are not fully covered by insurance or public schemes. As a result, these
barriers reinforce cycles of dependency and hinder efforts to promote self-sufficiency and social
participation.

Physical Barriers

Physical barriers relate to the design of the built environment, including infrastructure and
public facilities that do not accommodate the needs of PWDs. Shakespeare (2013) emphasized that such
barriers are often the most visible yet are frequently neglected in planning and development. These
include buildings without ramps or elevators, narrow walkways, and transportation systems lacking
wheelchair-accessible features. In Malaysia, numerous studies have highlighted the inadequacy of
physical infrastructure. Khoo et al. (2013) noted challenges such as steep ramps, poorly maintained
pedestrian pathways, and inaccessible signage. Ramli et al. (2023) found that a significant portion of
PWDs expressed dissatisfaction with public transportation, citing problems with the design of vehicles
(15.99%), transportation buildings (13.95%), and standard operating procedures (24.12%).

Public buses, for example, are often unusable for wheelchair users due to the absence of ramps
or designated boarding areas. Even when boarding is possible, the lack of interior space and secure
anchoring systems can make the journey unsafe (Abdullah et al., 2017). The limited availability of
accessible taxis and paratransit services, often coupled with erratic schedules and high costs, further
exacerbates the issue (Zainol et al., 2018). These barriers confine many PWDs to their homes, cutting
them off from employment, education, and community participation thus reinforcing systemic
exclusion and dependency (Ramli et al., 2023).

Conceptual Framework of Study

The study framework adopts a qualitative, explanatory approach guided by the Social Model
of Disability to explore the transportation challenges faced by students with disabilities. This framework
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aims to understand how various transportation barriers financial, informational, physical, and attitudinal
affect the students' ability to achieve independent mobility and participate in society. The Social Model
of Disability, which forms the theoretical foundation of this study, asserts that disability is not simply
a result of individual impairments but is the outcome of environmental and societal barriers that restrict
full participation. This perspective aligns with the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which emphasizes the role of societal and environmental factors in
disabling individuals rather than their impairments.

The four types of transportation barriers identified in this framework financial, informational,
physical, and attitudinal serve as key factors that shape the experiences of students with disabilities,
limiting their access to public transportation and, consequently, their independence and social
participation. Financial barriers pertain to the costs associated with accessible transportation, while
informational barriers involve the lack of accessible or timely transport-related information. Physical
barriers include infrastructural challenges such as inaccessible vehicles or poorly designed transport
stations, and attitudinal barriers reflect societal misconceptions and negative perceptions towards
individuals with disabilities.

The framework positions independent mobility and social participation as the outcomes that
result from addressing these barriers. By examining the interplay of these factors and their effects on
students’ lives, the study aims to uncover how changes in transportation systems, policies, and public
attitudes could enhance accessibility, independence, and social inclusion for students with disabilities.
This framework thus provides a basis for understanding the systemic nature of transportation
inaccessibility and its implications for the social and academic engagement of students with disabilities.

METHODOLOGY OF STUDY

This study adopts a qualitative research design with a phenomenological approach to explore the lived
experiences of students with disabilities in navigating transportation barriers. Phenomenology, as
described by Creswell (2013), aims to understand the essence of experiences shared by individuals,
making it particularly relevant to explore how transportation constraints affect students’ independence
and participation. As qualitative research places the researcher as the primary instrument (Creswell,
2013), this design allows for an in-depth understanding of the social and psychological dimensions
involved. Five students (R1, R2, R3, R4, and R5) with diverse types of disabilities were purposively
selected to ensure varied mobility-related perspectives. Data saturation was achieved with this sample,
as thematic consistency emerged by the fifth interview. Participants were recruited through university
networks and student organizations, ensuring that those selected had direct, lived experience relevant
to the study's aims.

This study aimed to explore the strategic issues related to transportation accessibility experienced by
university students with disabilities, particularly in relation to their mobility and social inclusion both
within and beyond the campus environment. To achieve this, a set of semi-structured interview
questions was designed to gather in-depth insights into the lived experiences, challenges, and
perspectives of the participants.

Participants were asked the following questions:

e What are the main challenges you face when using public transportation?

e Have you experienced any specific incidents or recurring issues while using public transport?

e How do transportation barriers affect your daily life and routine, both on campus and when
travelling outside the university?

e How do you currently travel within and outside the university campus (e.g., campus shuttle,
public transport, ridesharing, private vehicle)?
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e What specific features or services would make campus and public transportation more
accessible for you?

e What changes or improvements would you suggest to make transportation more inclusive for
students with disabilities within the university environment and for commuting beyond it?

These open-ended questions were intended to elicit detailed responses, allowing participants to express
their views on structural, operational, and social barriers, as well as to propose improvements that could
enhance inclusive mobility and participation in campus life and beyond.

Ethical considerations were rigorously observed throughout the research process. Participants were
fully informed about the purpose and scope of the study, and informed consent was obtained prior to
data collection. Confidentiality was strictly maintained, and participants were assured of their right to
withdraw from the study at any stage without any consequences.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim to ensure the accuracy of the data and then analysed using
thematic analysis supported by NVivo software. The analytical process began with open and axial
coding, incorporating both pre-determined codes derived from the conceptual framework and emerging
themes grounded in the participants’ narratives. NVivo facilitated the systematic organization of data
into hierarchical nodes, with parent and child categories used to capture major themes and sub-themes,
respectively. This approach enabled a nuanced understanding of the transportation-related challenges
and strategic issues encountered by students with disabilities in the university context.

Triangulation was applied to enhance the credibility and rigor of the findings. Investigator triangulation
involved multiple researchers independently reviewing the transcripts and identifying key themes
before collaboratively discussing and refining the final codes. This process helped to minimize
individual bias and ensure consistency in interpretation. Data triangulation was also conducted by
comparing the emerging findings with past studies and relevant literature. This comparison provided
additional context, reinforced thematic validity, and highlighted areas of convergence or divergence
with existing research. Once themes were fully developed, NVivo's visualization tools supported deeper
analysis by mapping patterns and relationships between concepts. This analytical phase allowed the
study to present a comprehensive understanding of the transportation challenges faced by students with
disabilities and to propose informed recommendations grounded in participant narratives.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Thematic analysis of the interview data revealed three major strategic issues affecting transportation
accessibility among university students with disabilities: accessibility challenges, social perception, and
affordability. These themes represent interconnected barriers that hinder students’ ability to move
independently, access educational resources, and participate fully in campus and social life.
Accessibility challenges were primarily related to physical infrastructure and communication barriers.
Social perception involved negative public attitudes and exclusionary behavior, while affordability
referred to the high financial cost of alternative transportation options when public transport was
insufficient or inaccessible. These key themes and sub-themes are summarized in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Summary of Themes

Main Themes Sub-Themes
1. Accessibility Challenges - Inadequate infrastructure (e.g., ramps, elevators, signage)
- Maintenance issues and poor universal design
- Communication barriers for sensory impairments
2. Social Perception and Stigma - Public and staff attitudes
- Emotional and psychological burden
- Social withdrawal and isolation
3. Affordability Constraints - Cost of e-hailing services (e.g., Grab)
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- Limited financial resources of students
- Inaccessibility forcing reliance on expensive transport options

Accessibility Challenges in Public Transportation among University Students with
Disabilities

Accessibility in public transportation is critical for ensuring the mobility, independence, and
social inclusion of persons with disabilities (PWD), including university students. As defined by the
World Health Organization (1996), accessibility involves the design of services, environments, and
infrastructure that accommodate the needs of individuals with diverse abilities. In the context of public
transport, essential features include ramps, elevators, tactile indicators, visual and auditory guidance
systems, and staff trained in inclusive communication. Findings from interviews with university
students with disabilities (n = 5) reveal that accessibility continues to pose a major barrier to their daily
mobility, particularly in navigating the Klang Valley public transport system. Participants shared that
insufficient infrastructure and lack of inclusive design often result in delays, discomfort, and
dependence on others.

One participant (R1) remarked, "There’s a lack of facilities like ramps and elevators, especially
at older train stations... buses don’t always have working wheelchair lifts, and sometimes the
wheelchair space is taken up by other passengers." Another student (R2) explained, "It’s really hard
when it’s crowded, especially on the LRT or bus... one time the elevator was broken, and I had to go
all the way around, which was exhausting." Such responses reflect how infrastructural limitations,
combined with poor maintenance, disrupt students' ability to travel independently and on time for
academic activities.

Students with sensory impairments also reported communication-related challenges. For
instance, R4 shared, "The bus drivers or station staff often don’t know sign language... and sometimes
the signs are either unclear or not there at all." Similarly, RS noted the lack of accessible signage for
visually impaired students: "Some signs are too small or don’t have braille... and not all stations have
clear sound indicators to guide me." These findings highlight a lack of universal design features, which
can significantly impede the educational access and participation of students with disabilities.

These issues align with earlier studies that point to persistent gaps in transport accessibility in
Malaysia and other urban regions (Zainol et al., 2018; Kaur et al., 2015). Inadequate facilities such as
ramps, elevators, and communication aids continue to restrict the mobility and autonomy of PWD,
which can contribute to academic stress and reduced participation among university students.

Social Perception and Its Impact on Transportation Use Among University Students
with Disabilities

Social perception refers to the attitudes, stereotypes, and societal norms that influence how
individuals with disabilities are perceived and treated within their social environments. Gehlbach & Mu
(2023) defines it as “the process through which people interpret and understand their social world.” In
the context of public transportation, negative social perceptions can manifest as stigma, lack of
empathy, and exclusionary behaviour, further compounding the physical and logistical challenges
experienced by persons with disabilities (PWD).

Among university students with disabilities, social perception emerged as a critical yet often
invisible barrier to mobility and inclusion. Data gathered from interviews (n = 5) revealed that
participants frequently encountered dismissive attitudes from both the public and transportation
personnel, which undermined their sense of independence and dignity.

One respondent (R2) explained, "I always have to plan my trips carefully and have a backup
plan because I fear unexpected problems... It makes me feel less free and more stressed. Sometimes, it
affects my punctuality and makes me look unprofessional.” Similarly, R3 shared, "The bus driver didn’t
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wait for me and drove off quickly. I feel anxious about bumping into people during peak hours. It’s
stressful." These responses reflect how social attitudes often marked by impatience or disregard create
psychological barriers that influence students' confidence and willingness to engage with public
transportation.

Communication barriers also play a role in reinforcing social exclusion. R4 stated, "I rely on
people around me for information, which makes me feel less independent. When I ask staff for help,
many don’t know how to communicate with me, and that leaves me feeling frustrated and excluded."
Meanwhile, RS emphasized the emotional toll of isolation: "Sometimes I just don’t go if the place is
hard to reach by public transport. It makes it harder to maintain friendships and social connections."
These lived experiences echo broader research indicating that negative societal attitudes and lack of
inclusivity in public spaces contribute to the marginalization of PWD (Emerson et al., 2021). Poor
treatment and lack of empathy from others can deter students with disabilities from participating fully
in academic, social, and professional environments further deepening the divide between them and their
peers.

Affordability and Its Impact on Transportation Use Among University Students with
Disabilities

Affordability, in the context of transportation for persons with disabilities (PWD), refers to the
ability to access transport services without experiencing significant financial hardship. The United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) emphasizes the need for
transport services to be available at a reasonable cost, including the provision of necessary support and
assistance (United Nations, 2006). For university students with disabilities, many of whom rely on
limited financial resources, affordability becomes a pivotal factor influencing their mobility and access
to academic and social opportunities. Findings from the interviews (n = 5) revealed that affordability is
a recurring concern among students with disabilities. Many respondents noted that while public
transportation is often their only viable option, it is not always financially feasible, particularly when
alternative services like e-hailing (e.g., Grab) become necessary due to inaccessibility or inconvenience
in conventional routes.

R1 noted, "I use public transport because I don’t have my own car, but Grab or taxis are quite
expensive, especially during peak hours." Similarly, R4 shared, "Sometimes I park near the LRT and
use public transport, but if I need to be somewhere quickly, I have to use Grab and it's not cheap." R5
echoed this concern: "If a place is hard to reach by public transport, I use e-hailing services. But the
price is just too expensive for me."

These responses reflect broader systemic issues. E-hailing and taxis, although more direct and
flexible, are financially burdensome, especially during peak hours or for long distances. This situation
aligns with existing literature that highlights the disproportionate financial strain transportation costs
impose on individuals with disabilities. Friedman (2014) assert that high costs of mobility often
contribute to the social exclusion and economic vulnerability of PWD, particularly when affordable and
accessible alternatives are lacking.

CONCLUSION

This study sheds light on the ongoing accessibility challenges faced by university students with
disabilities (PWD) in Malaysia, particularly in navigating public transportation. The findings
underscore the critical importance of inclusive transportation systems in enhancing the mobility,
independence, and social participation of students with disabilities. Persistent infrastructure gaps,
negative social perceptions, and affordability concerns continue to impede the ability of students with
disabilities to fully engage in academic and social environments. These barriers not only affect their
academic performance and mental well-being but also limit their broader participation in society.
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To advance transportation inclusivity, universities must adopt a proactive role in policymaking,
planning, and collaboration with key stakeholders. Institutional policies should mandate comprehensive
accessibility audits to ensure that all intra-campus transport systems, walkways, and transit points
comply with universal design standards. Universities should also engage with local governments and
transit agencies to improve external transportation connectivity between campus and surrounding areas,
particularly for students with disabilities. An important structural step is the establishment of a
Disability Inclusion Unit within the university administration. This unit, comprising staff and students
with disabilities, can lead continuous policy review, inclusive staff training, feedback collection, and
budget allocation for accessibility improvements. Such initiatives align with the Malaysian Persons with
Disabilities Act 2008 and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities,
while also reflecting the university’s commitment to equitable educational access.

Addressing these challenges further requires a multi-pronged strategy. First, universal design principles
should be implemented across all transportation services and facilities. This includes installing ramps,
elevators, tactile indicators, accessible signage, and providing inclusive communication training for
transport personnel and campus staff. Second, public awareness campaigns are necessary to combat
negative social perceptions and foster a more empathetic and inclusive environment. Finally, to alleviate
financial burdens, transportation subsidies or fare discounts should be offered to students with
disabilities. Additionally, a more affordable pricing structure for e-hailing services can serve as a viable
alternative when conventional public transport is inaccessible.

This study contributes valuable insights into the intersection of transportation accessibility and the lived
experiences of university students with disabilities in Malaysia. By identifying key barriers, such as
infrastructure limitations, social stigma, and affordability issues, this research informs the development
of targeted policies and interventions that could improve the mobility and quality of life for PWD. The
study also emphasizes the need for a holistic approach to inclusion, which takes into account not only
physical accessibility but also the social and economic factors that affect students with disabilities.

One limitation of this study is the small sample size (n=5), which limits the generalizability of the
findings. A larger and more diverse sample of students with disabilities across different regions of
Malaysia would provide a broader understanding of the issues at hand. Additionally, the study
predominantly focuses on qualitative data gathered through interviews, which, while rich in personal
insights, may not capture all aspects of the problem. However, the strength of this study lies in its in-
depth exploration of the real-world challenges faced by students with disabilities, providing a nuanced
understanding of the barriers to accessibility in public transportation.

Future research should explore the effectiveness of proposed solutions, such as the implementation of
universal design features and social inclusion campaigns, in improving transportation accessibility for
students with disabilities. Longitudinal studies could also examine the impact of these interventions
over time, assessing their influence on academic performance, social participation, and mental health.
Furthermore, expanding the study to include the perspectives of transportation providers, policymakers,
and advocacy groups would provide a more comprehensive view of the challenges and potential
solutions for inclusive transportation in Malaysia.
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