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Abstract
Background: The rapid expansion of digital technologies has reshaped higher education, with digital libraries significantly
increasing access to scholarly resources. Despite these advances, students with disabilities (SWDs) continue to face barriers
that restrict effective participation in digital library environments across many universities.
Purpose: This study examined the experiences of SWDs in accessing and using digital library resources in six Kenyan public
universities, with particular focus on institutional infrastructure, policy frameworks, and staff engagement.
Research Design: A qualitative descriptive and exploratory research design was adopted to gain in-depth understanding
of accessibility conditions and user experiences in digital library contexts.
Study Sample: The study involved 54 SWDs, including 33 visually impaired and 21 hearing impaired students, alongside
library staff and disability coordinators from six public universities in Kenya.
Data Collection and/or Analysis: Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, document review, and field
observations. Thematic analysis was conducted using NVivo 14 to identify recurring patterns and key factors influencing digital
inclusion.
Results: Findings showed significant differences in accessibility and usability across institutions. Universities with integrated
assistive technologies, trained and supportive staff, and structured support programs promoted autonomy and active
engagement among SWDs. In contrast, outdated technologies, inaccessible platforms, and weak policy implementation
limited participation. Barriers were technological, environmental, institutional, and individual, while facilitators included
proactive staff support, peer networks, orientation programs, and basic adaptive tools.
Conclusions: Sustainable digital inclusion requires coordinated institutional action combining assistive technologies,
universal design principles, continuous staff training, and strong governance frameworks. Enforceable accessibility policies,
inclusive platform design, and national standardization frameworks are recommended to improve equitable access to digital
library resources for SWDs in Kenyan public universities.
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Introduction

The rapid evolution of digital technologies has reshaped
higher education, redefining how information is accessed,
shared, and utilized. Digital libraries have emerged as critical
components of academic ecosystems, offering vast collections
of electronic resources that transcend physical and temporal
barriers to learning.1 For many students, these platforms have
enhanced flexibility, interactivity, and independent learning.
However, for students with disabilities (SWDs), the trans-
formative promise of digital libraries often remains unrealized.
Accessibility challenges, limited institutional support, and

inadequate digital infrastructures continue to impede their full
participation in the digital learning environment.2–4
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Globally, inclusive education has been recognized as a
key pillar of equitable learning, grounded in frameworks
such as the United Nations Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) and the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG 4), which call for accessible,
inclusive, and quality education for all.5 Despite these
commitments, disparities persist in how institutions oper-
ationalize digital inclusion. Research across various con-
texts indicates that accessibility barriers in digital library
systems often stem from poor design, lack of compatibility
with assistive technologies, and insufficient awareness
among library staff regarding accessibility standards.2,3,6,7

These limitations restrict SWDs’ ability to engage with
digital academic content on an equal footing with their
peers.

In the African context, particularly within sub-Saharan
Africa, universities face persistent constraints in funding, dig-
ital infrastructure, and policy implementation.8,9 While sig-
nificant strides have been made toward integrating information
and communication technologies (ICTs) into education, ac-
cessibility considerations for students with disabilities often
remain peripheral. Many institutions lack comprehensive ac-
cessibility policies or adequate training for library staff to
support inclusive service delivery.2,3 Consequently, SWDs
frequently encounter difficulties in navigating online cata-
logues, using electronic databases, or accessing alternative
content formats that meet their individual learning needs.10,11

In Kenya, public universities have invested heavily in digital
library resources as part of national strategies to enhance
learning, research, and innovation. Policies such as the Persons
with Disabilities Act, the National ICT Policy, and the Com-
mission for University Education (CUE) Standards and
Guidelines which underscore the government’s commitment to
inclusive access to information.2,3 Nevertheless, evidence from
institutional reports and prior studies suggests a persistent gap
between policy intent and actual practice in digital accessibility
for SWDs.12,13 Many university libraries still struggle with
inaccessible platforms, limited assistive technologies, and
minimal user-centered design, which marginalize students with
visual, hearing, and mobility impairments.6

This study builds on these concerns by exploring the lived
experiences of SWDs in navigating digital library resources
within selected Kenyan public universities. Understanding
these experiences provides critical insight into how institutional
practices, technological infrastructures, and staff engagement
influence digital inclusion. By documenting the barriers and
enablers encountered by SWDs, the study aims to generate
empirical evidence that can inform policy reforms and practical
interventions to make digital library environments more ac-
cessible, equitable, and empowering for all learners.

Statement of the problem

Digital library resources have become essential tools in
advancing teaching, learning, and research in higher

education. They provide students with flexible, timely, and
diversified access to scholarly content, thereby promoting
academic equity and innovation. For SWDs, digital libraries
hold the promise of mitigating traditional barriers to in-
formation access by integrating assistive technologies and
accessible design features. However, this promise remains
largely unrealized in many public universities in Kenya.
Despite substantial investments in digital infrastructure and
a supportive policy environment advocating for inclusivity,
such as the Persons with Disabilities Act, the National ICT
Policy and the Commission for University Education (CUE)
Standards and Guidelines, many SWDs continue to face
exclusion from full participation in digital learning
spaces.2,3

Existing evidence points to persistent barriers that impede
SWDs’ ability to access and utilize digital library resources
effectively. These include the limited availability and func-
tionality of assistive technologies, inaccessible digital content
formats, poor integration of accessibility features, and in-
adequate staff training on inclusive digital service delivery.
Furthermore, institutional policies on digital accessibility are
often fragmented or poorly implemented, leaving SWDs
dependent on ad hoc personal assistance rather than systemic
institutional support. Such conditions result in unequal access
to digital academic content, limiting SWDs’ academic en-
gagement, autonomy, and sense of belonging within the
university learning environment.

The gap between policy intentions and actual practice in
digital inclusion underscores a broader systemic problem:
universities may be technologically advancing without
proportionately addressing the diverse needs of all learners.
The limited empirical research documenting SWDs’ lived
experiences with digital library resources in the Kenyan
public university context exacerbates this
gap. Consequently, little is known about how institutional
practices, technological infrastructure, and human support
interact to either facilitate or hinder digital accessibility
for SWDs.

Therefore, this study seeks to examine the experiences of
students with disabilities in using digital library resources in
selected Kenyan public universities. By exploring their
perceptions, challenges, and coping strategies, the study
aims to generate evidence-based insights that can inform
policy, practice, and the design of more inclusive digital
library systems capable of advancing equitable access for all
learners.

Research objectives

1. To examine the nature of digital accessibility of li-
brary resources as perceived by SWDs in selected
Kenyan public universities.

2. To explore the role of library staff engagement and
support in shaping SWDs’ experiences with digital
library resources.
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3. To assess the influence of institutional infrastructure
and policies on SWDs’ access to and utilization of
digital library resources.

4. To identify the specific barriers and facilitators en-
countered by SWDs when interacting with digital
library resources.

Research questions

1. What are the perceptions and experiences of SWDs
regarding the digital accessibility of library resources
in selected Kenyan public universities?

2. How does the engagement and support from library
staff influence SWDs’ experiences with digital li-
brary resources?

3. To what extent do institutional infrastructure and
policies affect SWDs’ access to and utilization of
digital library resources?

4. What are the barriers and facilitators that SWDs
encounter when using digital library resources in
these universities?

Significance of the study

This study is significant in deepening the understanding of
digital inclusion for SWDs in Kenyan public universities.
By examining their lived experiences with digital library
resources, the research sheds light on the accessibility
challenges, adaptive strategies, and institutional responses
that shape their learning outcomes. The findings amplify the
voices of SWDs, offering evidence that can guide the de-
velopment of more inclusive and user-centered digital li-
brary services that enhance autonomy, participation, and
academic achievement.

For university administrators, library management, and
policymakers, the study provides practical insights into
existing gaps in digital accessibility, staff preparedness, and
policy enforcement. These insights can inform strategic
planning, targeted resource allocation, and the formulation
of inclusive institutional policies aligned with national
frameworks such as the Persons with Disabilities Act and
the National ICT Policy. The evidence generated can also
support advocacy and accountability efforts aimed at
strengthening inclusive digital education across higher
learning institutions.

For library and information science professionals and
future researchers, the study highlights the evolving com-
petencies required to support digital accessibility, including
proficiency in assistive technologies, universal design, and
empathetic user engagement. Furthermore, it establishes a
foundation for comparative and longitudinal studies on
digital inclusion, fostering continued research on equitable
access to information and learning resources within de-
veloping contexts.

Literature review

The increasing digitization of higher education has trans-
formed academic libraries into indispensable hubs of
knowledge and research. Digital platforms now offer stu-
dents remote access to vast collections of learning materials,
promoting flexibility and continuous learning.1 However,
for SWDs, these opportunities are often mediated by the
accessibility, design, and usability of such platforms. Ex-
isting literature reveals that SWDs’ experiences with digital
library resources vary widely depending on institutional
readiness, staff support, and technological infrastructure.

Kulekpo14 observed at the University of Education,
Winneba (Ghana), that while SWDs accessed some digital
library resources, their utilization was limited due to low
awareness of assistive technologies and inadequate user
guidance. Similarly, Arora,15 studying Panjab University
(India), reported that many SWDs were unaware of existing
digital resources, primarily due to minimal awareness
campaigns and insufficient faculty and peer support. These
findings emphasize that access alone does not guarantee
inclusion, awareness, usability, and the user’s sense of
empowerment are equally crucial. In Kenya, Luvale16

confirmed that SWDs’ experiences remain inconsistent,
as most universities lack integrated assistive technologies
and structured digital literacy programs. Collectively, these
studies indicate that SWDs’ perceptions of digital acces-
sibility depend not only on the presence of resources but also
on how well these resources accommodate diverse needs
through inclusive design and awareness-building.

The engagement and support of library staff play a
pivotal role in shaping how SWDs interact with digital li-
brary environments. Singh,17 in a study conducted at the
University of KwaZulu-Natal (South Africa), found that
staff unfamiliarity with disability-related technologies and
communication methods adversely affected SWDs’ ability
to access digital resources. The research revealed that in-
stitutions with well-trained, empathetic library personnel
reported higher satisfaction levels and stronger feelings of
belonging among SWDs. Similarly, Scoulas,18 studying the
University of Illinois, Chicago, during the COVID-19
pandemic, found that SWDs who engaged with proactive
online librarian support, through chat services, virtual
consultations, and instructional guides, expressed greater
confidence and inclusion in their digital learning
experiences.

In the Middle Eastern context, Hamad19 found that the
absence of trained accessibility staff at the University of
Jordan limited the effectiveness of digital services. The
study recommended continuous capacity-building programs
and the creation of dedicated accessibility units within li-
braries. Collectively, these findings underscore that staff
engagement, defined by awareness, empathy, and technical
proficiency, directly influences whether SWDs perceive
digital library systems as enabling or excluding.
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Institutional infrastructure and policy frameworks determine
the extent to which digital inclusion is realized in universities.
According to Luvale,16 many Kenyan public universities still
lack comprehensive digital accessibility policies or the infra-
structure required to support SWDs. Although national
frameworks such as Kenya’s Persons with Disabilities Act
(2003) and the Commission for University Education (CUE)
Standards and Guidelines20 emphasize inclusive education,
actual implementation remains inconsistent across institutions.

Similarly, Ditlhale and Johnson8 and Hamad19 found that
universities often have strong policy rhetoric but weak
enforcement mechanisms, resulting in uneven accessibility
standards. Mosha21 extended this discussion by noting that
even when advanced technologies such as AI-driven
chatbots and assistive software exist, poor integration into
library systems often limits their effectiveness. These
studies affirm that institutional commitment, through in-
frastructural investment, clear accessibility standards, and
regular evaluation, is vital in ensuring equitable digital
access for SWDs. Without this foundation, policies risk
remaining aspirational rather than transformative.

Across contexts, SWDs encounter recurring barriers that
hinder effective utilization of digital library resources. Key
among these are inaccessible web interfaces, incompatible file
formats, poor internet connectivity, and limited availability of
assistive technologies.6,14,16 Human barriers, such as low
awareness, untrained staff, and institutional ableism, further
compound these challenges.19 In many African universities,
infrastructural deficits such as unreliable electricity and outdated
software systems also constrain digital accessibility.9

Conversely, several facilitators have been identified.
Scoulas18 and Mosha21 noted that proactive librarian en-
gagement, awareness campaigns, AI-enabled chat support,
and accessible content formats (such as e-books with text-to-
speech functionality) significantly enhance inclusion. Ad-
ditionally, participatory approaches, where SWDs are
consulted in system design and policy formulation, were
found to increase satisfaction and usability.17 These insights
suggest that the interaction between human support, tech-
nology, and institutional policy creates either enabling or
disabling digital environments for SWDs.

Methodology

Research design

This study adopted a qualitative descriptive and exploratory
design to investigate the experiences of SWDs in accessing
and using digital library resources in selected Kenyan public
universities. The qualitative approach enabled in-depth
exploration of participants’ lived experiences, percep-
tions, and the contextual factors shaping digital accessibility.
This design was particularly suited to capture nuanced in-
sights into barriers, facilitators, and institutional practices
influencing digital inclusion.

Study sites and selection of universities

Six public universities were purposively selected to reflect
diversity in geography, size, institutional age, and investment
in digital and disability support services. The selected in-
stitutions were Kenyatta University, Egerton University,
Maseno University, South Eastern Kenya University
(SEKU), Technical University of Mombasa (TUM), and
Garissa University. Inclusion criteria required that universi-
ties have: (1) a functioning library, (2) a recognized disability
support unit, and (3) ongoing use of digital library systems.
Institutions lacking these facilities were excluded to ensure
relevance and comparability.

The selected universities varied in context and in-
frastructure. Established institutions such as Kenyatta,
Egerton, and Maseno Universities had more developed
digital and library systems, whereas newer or remote
universities, including SEKU, Garissa University, and
TUM, reflected challenges of limited resources and in-
frastructure. This diversity enabled comparative analysis
of digital accessibility initiatives across differing con-
texts and provided insights into how institutional ma-
turity, policy frameworks, and regional factors influence
inclusion for SWDs.

Study participants and sampling

The study population comprised SWDs, library staff, and
disability coordinators. SWDs were purposively sampled
with assistance from university Disability Coordinators,
focusing on students registered with the library and users of
digital library resources. Inclusion criteria for SWDs re-
quired either a visual or hearing impairment, as these groups
face the most significant barriers to digital access. Students
without these disabilities or those who had never used the
library’s digital resources were excluded.

A total of 54 SWDs participated, including 31 males and
23 females. Among them, 33 students were visually im-
paired (including both low-vision and blind students) and
21 were hearing impaired, ensuring representation of di-
verse accessibility experiences. Library staff participants
included University Librarians, Acquisition Librarians,
Cataloguing Librarians, Reference/Circulation Librarians,
and Systems Librarians, offering perspectives on strategic
management, resource procurement, accessibility of mate-
rials, daily user support, and digital systems. Additionally,
six Disability Coordinators contributed insights on policy
implementation and institutional support for SWDs.

Data collection

Data collection was conducted between March and May
2025 using triangulated qualitative methods: in-depth in-
terviews, document review, and field observations.
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Interviews. Semi-structured, individual face-to-face inter-
views were conducted with SWDs, library staff, and dis-
ability coordinators. Interviews explored experiences with
digital resources, staff engagement, institutional infra-
structure, and barriers and facilitators of access. A pretested
interview guide ensured coverage of key topics while al-
lowing participants to elaborate on personal experiences.
Each interview lasted approximately 45–60 min and was
audio-recorded with consent. Sign language interpreters
facilitated interviews with hearing-impaired participants.

Document review. Relevant institutional documents, in-
cluding library policies, digital access guidelines, disability
inclusion strategies, and staff training manuals, were re-
viewed to assess formal provisions for digital inclusion.

Field observations. The researcher conducted systematic non-
participant observations in all six university libraries, examining
the availability and functionality of assistive technologies, the
accessibility of workstations, and staff–SWD interactions.
Observations were guided by a structured checklist to maintain
consistency and ensure comparable data across institutions.

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval was obtained from the Mount Kenya
University Ethical Review Committee (MKU-ERC), and a
research permit was granted by the National Commission for
Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOSTI). All
participants were briefed on the study objectives, voluntary
participation, and confidentiality measures. Informed con-
sent was obtained in writing, with sign language interpreters
supporting hearing-impaired participants. Participant iden-
tifiers were anonymized, and all recordings, transcripts, and
consent forms were stored securely in password-protected
digital folders accessible only to the research team. Data will
be retained for academic purposes and destroyed after
5 years, in line with ethical standards.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun
and Clarke’s six-phase framework22: familiarization,

coding, theme development, theme review, theme definition,
and reporting. Interview transcripts were imported into
NVivo 14 to facilitate systematic coding and organization.
Themes were derived both inductively, from participants’
narratives, and deductively, guided by the study objectives.
Document review and field observation data were trian-
gulated with interview findings to enhance validity. Analysis
focused on four major areas: (1) digital accessibility ex-
periences, (2) staff engagement and support, (3) institutional
infrastructure and policy influence, and (4) barriers and
facilitators affecting SWDs’ use of digital library resources.

Results

Nature of digital accessibility and resource usability

The level of digital accessibility and usability varied con-
siderably across the six universities. University A demon-
strated the most inclusive environment, offering assistive
technologies such as JAWS and NVDA screen readers,
magnification software, and ergonomic furniture. Students
reported that these resources enabled independent learning
and flexible access. For example, one student explained that
being able to access resources remotely allowed them to
continue studying while away from campus, highlighting
how integrated technologies enhance autonomy and
learning continuity:

I like using digital resources because I can access them anytime,
especially when travelling home. (SWD6, interview, March 2025)

University B offered moderate accessibility; students noted
irregular maintenance of assistive devices and limited staff
proficiency in their use. Universities C to F exhibited minimal
digital accessibility. Screen readers were often incompatible
with online catalogues, digital repositories lacked alt-text, and
only a few materials were provided in alternative formats.
Students frequently experienced frustration, illustrating the gap
between resource availability and practical usability:

Sometimes I get frustrated because I cannot use the screen
reader with some files. It makes me not want to try again.
(SWD51, interview, March 2025)

Table 1. Digital accessibility and user experience.

University Key accessible resources Main accessibility gap Overall user experience

A JAWS, NVDA, e-journals, Braille signage Limited training, unlabelled icons Positive; independent use
B Screen magnifiers, adaptive workstations Irregular maintenance Moderate; occasional support needed
C E-resources without alt-text Incompatible screen readers Low; reliance on peers
D General e-resources, no ATs No accessible formats, poor internet Highly limited; frustration
E E-books, scanned PDFs Unreadable for screen readers Exclusion; disengagement
F General digital interface No AT or signage Complete inaccessibility
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Table 1 presents a concise overview of digital accessi-
bility and user experience across the six universities.

Library staff engagement and support

Library staff engagement was a key determinant of SWDs’
experiences. At University A, staff demonstrated empathy,
patience, and initiative, regularly providing orientation
sessions and one-on-one guidance that enhanced students’
independence. One participant emphasized:

The library staff are helpful, making a big difference. (SWD24,
interview, March 2025)

In University B, staff were willing to help but lacked
technical expertise to optimize assistive technologies. Stu-
dents from Universities C to F reported minimal staff en-
gagement, describing staff as unaware or redirecting them
without assistance. One student commented:

Sometimes I feel invisible in the library. No one knows what I
need or how to help. (SWD46, interview, March 2025)

Table 2 highlights the relationship between observed
staff practices, gaps, and their impact on SWDs.

Institutional infrastructure, policies, and
implementation gaps

Institutional infrastructure and policy support for digital
inclusion varied. Universities A and B had inclusion
statements within ICT or library policies, but these lacked
implementation guidelines and budget allocations. Uni-
versities C to F had no formal frameworks. Observations
showed that physical and digital environments were largely
inaccessible: tactile signage was absent, portals were dif-
ficult to navigate, and no dedicated disability service desks
existed. University A was the only institution with active
collaboration between the library and the disability office.
One student noted:

They talk about inclusion in meetings, but in reality, we still
struggle to even log in or get help. (SWD42, interview, March
2025)

No university had conducted digital accessibility audits
or maintained a separate inclusion budget, limiting ac-
countability. Table 3 summarizes institutional support and
implementation gaps.

Barriers and facilitators in accessing digital resources

Students faced multiple intersecting barriers. Technological
challenges included outdated or incompatible assistive de-
vices and unreliable internet. Environmental barriers in-
volved poor spatial design and a lack of tactile signage.
Institutional limitations included weak coordination and
minimal training. Individual-level challenges, such as low
digital literacy, led students to rely heavily on peers. One
participant shared:

We depend on each other to figure things out. Sometimes even
other students don’t know, so we just give up. (SWD27, in-
terview, March 2025)

Facilitators included proactive staff, peer support, ori-
entation sessions, and basic adaptive tools, which improved
confidence and independence. Table 4 outlines the key
barriers and facilitators.

Digital inclusion was most effective in universities that
fostered empathetic staff cultures, provided basic assistive
technologies, and supported students actively. Across other
institutions, systemic barriers, policy gaps, infrastructural
inadequacies, and limited funding restricted sustainable
access. The results indicate that inclusive digital environ-
ments require the integration of technology, staff compe-
tence, and institutional policy, rather than relying on isolated
initiatives.

Discussion of findings

This study highlights considerable disparities in the digital
library experiences of SWDs across public universities in
Kenya.While select institutions have demonstrated progress
toward digital inclusion, the overall landscape remains
uneven, characterized by technological inadequacies, vari-
able staff competence, and weak institutional support
structures. The findings underscore that effective digital

Table 2. Library staff engagement and support.

University Observed staff practices Gaps Impact on SWDs

A Empathetic, active guidance Need for advanced AT training Increased confidence
B Helpful but limited tech know-how No refresher courses Moderate inclusion; dependency
C Passive assistance No AT knowledge Frustration; disengagement
D Redirected students, minimal empathy No disability desk Exclusion; low morale
E Occasional ICT staff support Weak coordination Inconsistent support
F No awareness or support No training Complete disengagement
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inclusion depends on the interplay between accessibility,
human capacity, infrastructure, and policy implementation.

Digital accessibility emerged as a critical determinant
of user satisfaction and engagement. Institutions with
integrated assistive technologies, functional digital
platforms, and structured training fostered autonomy,
confidence, and greater participation among SWDs.
These observations are consistent with previous
studies11,23 that emphasize the role of well-supported
assistive technologies in promoting academic indepen-
dence. Conversely, obsolete devices, incompatible for-
mats, and inaccessible repositories limited engagement,
reflecting broader concerns regarding the absence of
universal design principles in higher education.7,24 The
findings highlight that accessibility extends beyond mere
provision of digital content to ensuring usability, com-
patibility, and functional integration of assistive
technologies.

Library staff engagement was identified as another
central factor influencing digital inclusion. Institutions
with staff who demonstrated technical proficiency,
awareness, and proactive support facilitated positive user
experiences, aligning with literature emphasizing staff
attitudes and accessibility literacy as key enablers of
equitable information access.8,10 Conversely, low staff
capacity or passive engagement contributed to exclu-
sionary practices, reflecting attitudinal and systemic
barriers identified in prior research.9,19 These results
suggest that targeted professional development and in-
stitutional support for staff are critical to sustaining in-
clusive digital practices.

The study also underscores deficiencies in institutional
infrastructure and policy frameworks. While some univer-
sities referenced inclusion or equity in policies, the absence
of operational mechanisms, dedicated budgets, and

accountability systems limited the practical realization of
these commitments. This aligns with the concept of
“symbolic inclusion”25 and mirrors challenges reported in
other developing country contexts, where weak interde-
partmental coordination undermines policy
effectiveness.12,13 Embedding systematic accessibility au-
dits, inter-unit collaboration, and resource accountability
into institutional governance emerges as essential for sus-
tainable digital inclusion.

Multiple, intersecting barriers, including techno-
logical, environmental, institutional, and personal
factors, constrained SWDs’ engagement with digital
resources. However, facilitators such as supportive
staff, peer networks, targeted orientation, and even
minimal adaptive tools enhanced participation, re-
inforcing the importance of institutional empathy,
capacity-building, and user empowerment.10 The
findings indicate that inclusion is achievable when
technology, human support, and governance are de-
liberately aligned.

Strengths and limitations

A key strength of this study is its multi-university scope,
allowing for comparison of institutional practices and
identification of systemic patterns. The triangulation of
interviews, observations, and document analysis en-
hanced the credibility of interpretations. Limitations
include potential selection bias, as participants who were
more engaged with digital resources may have been
overrepresented. Additionally, the study did not quan-
titatively measure the actual usability of specific tech-
nologies, which could limit generalizability. Self-
reported experiences may also be subject to recall or
social desirability biases.

Table 3. Institutional infrastructure and policy.

University Policy/framework Implementation status Key gaps

A Digital inclusion in library policy Partial Limited funding; no audit
B ICT policy with inclusion reference Inconsistent No follow-up mechanisms
C None None No inclusion budget
D Equity clause in strategic plan Not operational No disability data
E None None Weak collaboration
F None None No accessibility plan

Table 4. Barriers and facilitators of digital resource use.

Category Key barriers Corresponding facilitators

Technological Outdated/incompatible ATs, unstable internet Upgraded software, adaptive workstations
Environmental Poor signage, inaccessible layouts Ergonomic desks, designated quiet zones
Institutional Weak coordination, lack of policy enforcement Collaboration between library and disability office
Individual Low digital literacy and awareness Peer mentorship, student-led awareness sessions
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Implications

The study demonstrates that digital inclusion is a mul-
tidimensional process requiring coordinated efforts
across technology, policy, staff capacity, and user em-
powerment. Sustainable inclusion demands holistic
strategies that integrate assistive technology, profes-
sional development, institutional accountability, and a
culture of empathy. These insights provide a robust
foundation for developing frameworks aimed at pro-
moting equitable and sustainable digital access for SWDs
in higher education.

Conclusion

The study revealed that digital inclusion for SWDs
within public university libraries remains uneven and
largely dependent on isolated institutional efforts rather
than systemic strategies. While some universities
demonstrated encouraging progress through the pro-
vision of assistive technologies, structured training, and
supportive staff engagement, the broader landscape is
characterized by fragmented implementation, inade-
quate infrastructure, and weak policy enforcement. The
results show that the mere availability of digital re-
sources does not guarantee accessibility or usability.
True inclusion requires functional integration of as-
sistive technologies, alignment of digital platforms with
universal design principles, and sustained technical and
human support. The experiences of SWDs indicated that
where staff were empathetic, digitally competent, and
responsive, students exhibited greater confidence and
independence. In contrast, environments defined by
untrained personnel and technological incompatibilities
perpetuated frustration and disengagement. Institu-
tional policies, though present in some cases, often
lacked operational depth, funding, and accountability
mechanisms. This policy–practice gap continues to
undermine the intent of inclusion. As demonstrated, the
absence of accessibility audits, interdepartmental col-
laboration, and structured monitoring results in sym-
bolic rather than substantive inclusion. Therefore,
achieving digital inclusivity requires embedding ac-
cessibility into institutional governance, supported by
measurable targets, resource allocation, and continuous
evaluation.26–30

Recommendations

This study reveals commendable progress toward digital
inclusion for SWDs in Kenyan public universities but
also exposes persistent gaps in policy implementation,
infrastructure, and staff capacity. The following actions
are recommended to enhance inclusivity and
sustainability.

Universities should develop and enforce clear digital
accessibility policies aligned with WCAG 2.2 and
Kenya’s Digital Accessibility Framework. Regular ac-
cessibility audits, adequate budgeting, and the forma-
tion of inclusive committees linking library, ICT, and
disability units are essential to bridge policy–
practice gaps.

Digital platforms must adopt universal design principles
and include features such as screen-reader compatibility,
captions, and alt-text. Universities should upgrade out-
dated assistive tools, ensure reliable internet access, and
provide adaptive workstations with ergonomic and tactile
features.

Continuous staff training on assistive technologies
and inclusive communication should be institutional-
ized. Each library should designate an Accessibility
Champion to coordinate initiatives and support SWDs.
Accessibility and universal design concepts should also
be embedded in Library and ICT curricula.

Libraries should provide orientation and refresher pro-
grams to build SWDs’ digital skills and confidence.
Mechanisms for feedback and co-design should be estab-
lished, alongside peer mentorship programs that promote
knowledge sharing and inclusion.

The Commission for University Education and Ministry
of Education should create a National Framework for In-
clusive Digital Access to standardize practices. Collabora-
tion in research, innovation, and the creation of a National
Accessibility Repository would further support equitable
access across universities.
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