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The Educational Inclusion
of Forced Migrants
With a Disability:

A Critical Analysis of the Washington
Group Questionnaires
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ABSTRACT
The identification of disabilities is commonly considered a preliminary step in ensuring protection and
assistance for forced migrants, as well as in meeting their educational needs. The WHO encourages
authorities and agencies to use a set of questions developed by the Washington Group on Disability
Statistics as a tool for screening and classifying disabilities. However, literature shows the use of classifications inspired by diagnostic models can have unintended negative effects on the ability to participate
in education. The chapter critically examines the role the Washington Group questionnaires can play in
the development of opportunities for inclusive education among forced migrants with disabilities. Reports
and documents issued in connection with the development of the Washington Group questionnaires
are studied through infrastructural inversion and intertextual thematic analysis. The findings critically
review the use of the Washington Group questionnaires as a tool for assessing the disability conditions
of forced migrants and their possibilities for inclusion in education.

INTRODUCTION
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), persons with disabilities currently comprise around
15% of the world’s population. This percentage is presumably higher among those displaced by war or
persecution. In the last few years, the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United NaDOI: 10.4018/978-1-7998-7283-2.ch009
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tions, 2006) has been widely adopted by most humanitarian institutions as a framework for interventions
targeting forced migrants with disabilities (Duell-Piening, 2018; ExCom, 2007). However, scientific
research on this topic remains limited, partly as a consequence of the polarisation engendered by the
heated political debate following the ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015 (El-Lahib, 2016; Mirza, 2014; Pearce, 2015;
Shivji, 2010). This knowledge gap is especially evident in relation to the access to education of forced
migrants with disabilities (Miller & Nguyen, 2014).
A recent document from the UNHCR (2019) sheds light on the key principles guiding access to education, emphasising the importance of adopting a rights-based approach to foster inclusion, participation
and non-discrimination as strategic tenets when developing interventions in this area. The document
stresses that the lack of data related to the identification and record of persons with disabilities among
forced migrants prevents host authorities and agencies from drawing up and implementing effective
educational policies. The systematic recognition and registration of forced migrants with disabilities is
commonly acknowledged as a preliminary step in ensuring them protection and assistance, as well as in
meeting their educational needs (Crock & Smith-Khan, 2016; ExCom, 2010; Smith-Khan et al. 2015).
To this end, data collection methodologies have been developed as tools for gathering the necessary
information to design inclusive programmes for persons with disability. The WHO, the UNHCR and
other organisations especially encourage authorities and agencies to use a set of questions developed by
the Washington Group on Disability Statistics (WGDS) as a tool for screening and classifying disabilities
(Asai, 2018a, 2018b; Quigley et al., 2018; UNHCR, 2019). Accordingly, assessment instruments that
include the WGDS questions – such as the Needs Assessment Tool, developed within the framework of
the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMID Project, 2019) - have been designed to structure
the reception and integration of forced migrants with disabilities in several international contexts. These
screening procedures are intended to both raise awareness of the often-overlooked global phenomenon of
forced migrants with disabilities and systematise the way data on this topic are collected by agencies and
host authorities. However, the literature on inclusive education emphasises that the use of classifications
inspired by diagnostic models can have unintended negative effects on the opportunities for learners with
disabilities to learn and participate in mainstream education (Allan & Harwood, 2016; Biesta, 2010;
Booth & Ainscow, 2011; Florian, 2015; Slee, 2019; Thomas & Loxley, 2007). Classification cannot be
considered a neutral activity as it generates standards that function as working infrastructures, through
which the organisation of data frames the professional approach and practice of policymakers and
practitioners (Bowker & Star, 1999; Kozleski, 2016). Building on this conceptual framework, the paper
critical examines the role the Washington Group questionnaires (WGQ) can play in the development of
opportunities for inclusive education among forced migrants with disabilities. Reports and documents
issued in connection with the development of the WGQ are studied through infrastructural inversion
(Bowker et al., 1994) and intertextual thematic analysis (Coffey, 2013). The findings critically review
the use of the WGQ as a tool for assessing the disability conditions of forced migrants and their possibilities for inclusion in education.

CHALLENGES CONCERNING FORCED MIGRATION,
DISABILITY AND EDUCATION
A report from the Women’s Refugee Commission estimated that, in 2014, 6.7 million persons with disabilities around the world were forcibly displaced as a result of persecution, conflict, violence and human
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rights violations (Women’s Refugee Commission, 2014). The WHO estimates that, globally, there are
currently more than a billion people living with some form of disability. More precisely, among those
aged 15 years and older, 19.4% and 3.8% (or 892 million and 175 million) have significant difficulties in
functioning. These numbers are currently growing due to ageing populations and an increase in chronic
health conditions. Disability can refer to an extremely diverse array of conditions. However, people with
disabilities often come across barriers in access to healthcare services and frequently experience that their
healthcare needs are not met (WHO, 2018). Even though there has yet to be a systematic collection of
data regarding the incidence of disabilities among migrants displaced by war or persecution, it seems fair
to assume that the percentage is higher than for the general population, with a greater number of persons
with injuries or health conditions that are not properly attended to due to the collapse of essential services or lack of access to quality medical services in their host countries (Handicap International, 2015).
Concerning education, forced migrants are doubly exposed to the risk of exclusion (Pinson et al.,
2010; Sheikh & Anderson, 2018; Veck et al., 2018). The many dangers involved in the long and challenging journey from country of origin to host country make the participation of forced migrants with
disabilities in education especially difficult. Moreover, the displacement itself often generates some kind
of mental or physical disability due to the unsafe conditions of travelling or the difficulties of resettling.
Asylum seekers are frequently fleeing war and persecution, as well as being exposed to mental and
physical trauma and violence (Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007). They often have to deal with the uncertainty
related to asylum procedures and resulting anxiety. Moreover, when they arrive in the country of asylum, forced migrants have to become familiar with new surroundings. To build a sense of attachment,
they need to overcome several barriers related not only to the acquisition of a new language, but also to
the adjustment to a new culture and the reshaping of their identity and sense of belonging (Block et al.,
2014; Miller & Nguyen, 2014).
Even though many countries allow refugee children to go to school, acknowledging international
conventions that ratify the right to education for all children and young people under 18 years, this
right is seldom fully implemented. Access to secondary formal and non-formal education is frequently
omitted from national standards. Moreover, in some countries education for forced migrants takes place
in segregated schools that are not part of the national school system and do not provide formal credits
(Shapiro & Montgomery, 2020). In other countries, the right to education is only formally respected, as
many children go underground in the hope of joining their relatives in a third country.
All in all, these challenges make it especially difficult for forced migrants with disabilities to access
and attend mainstream education, even though education is commonly recognised as a protective factor
of particular relevance for refugees (Dovigo, 2019).

THE ROLE OF THE CRPD
In the 2006 Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), the United Nations invited the
States Parties to recognise the right of persons with disabilities to education, with a view to realising this
right and avoiding discrimination based on a principle of equal opportunity. The document emphasised
that an inclusive system of education and lifelong learning should be ensured at all levels, promoting
“the development by persons with disabilities of their personality, talents and creativity, as well as their
mental and physical abilities, to their fullest potential” (United Nations, 2006, p.16). This goal should
be achieved by preventing the exclusion of children with disabilities from primary and secondary edu168
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cation, as well as guaranteeing high quality and free education on an equal basis in the communities in
which children with disabilities live. Accordingly, the Convention recommends that signatories adopt
reasonable accommodations to meet the individual requirements of disabled children, as well as foster
effective, individualised support measures by developing environments that maximise academic and social
development, consistent with the objective of full inclusion. In addition, States Parties are encouraged
to support the access of persons with disabilities to general tertiary education, vocational training, adult
education and lifelong learning.
In the last few years, the Convention has been widely adopted by the majority of humanitarian institutions as a framework for interventions targeting forced migrants with disabilities. For example, the
analysis carried out by Duell-Piening (2018) regarding the resettlement of asylum seekers with disabilities
in Australia indicates that, starting from 2012, the CRPD has played a positive role in encouraging the
Australian government to review immigration laws and policies for asylum seekers. Compliance with new
human rights obligations, originating from Australia’s accession to the Convention, led to a broadened
waiver of the health requirements in acquiring a visa for humanitarian entrants, ensuring greater access
to resettlement for individuals with disabilities. However, due to poor communication and a lack of clear
guidance from policymakers, the evidence of increasing numbers of forced migrants with disabilities
did not automatically result in the type of clear planning of policy and programmes necessary to deliver
services, thereby avoiding the risk of neglect or ‘buck passing’ between services (Harris & Roberts,
2004). In Europe, the CRPD has likewise been only partially integrated in the Common European Asylum
System (CEAS), a legal framework aiming to harmonise national legislation concerning the processing
of asylum applications in European countries (Conte, 2016). On the one hand, the framework supports
the implementation of minimum standards for the reception of forced migrants with disabilities, as well
as their right to a fair and efficient asylum procedure, by providing a clear-cut procedure for applicants
that require special procedural guarantees because of their disability. On the other hand, the CEAS does
not remove the many barriers forced migrants with disabilities encounter to afford international protection as it does not explicitly specify disability as a reason to grant refugee status. As a consequence, the
status of asylum seekers with disabilities in many European countries remains unclear and subject to
different interpretations and potential abuses (Straimer, 2011).

BARRIERS TO PARTICIPATION IN ASSISTANCE PROGRAMMES AMONG
FORCED MIGRANTS WITH DISABILITIES: SOME EXAMPLES
In spite of the surge of interest following the wave of migrants arriving in Europe in the last few years,
the scientific research on this topic remains somewhat limited as a consequence of the polarisation engendered by the heated political debate following the ‘refugee crisis’ in 2015. Studies have shown that
forced migrants with disabilities can face multiple issues during and after displacement (Shivji, 2010).
During flight, especially in chaotic situations, persons with disabilities are often left behind because
they would need special assistance that cannot be offered. Communication barriers and a lack of assistive devices make it more difficult for forced migrants with disabilities to cope with the struggles of the
journey to a new country. Moreover, services and infrastructure provided in places of displacement are
usually intended to be temporary and quick to install. Consequently, their design rarely takes into account
special needs and accessibility requirements. Furthermore, displacement situations frequently disrupt
the provision of health services that are critical for individuals with disabilities: rehabilitation services,
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chronic disease medication, or access to specific health items. Forced migrants with disabilities are also
more vulnerable to protection violations, which can include physical, sexual and emotional abuse, as
well as lack of access to documentation and justice systems. Finally, barriers can also prevent forced
migrants with disabilities from accessing education, as school sites might be unavailable, difficult to
reach, without proper equipment and materials or lacking teachers trained to work with students with
disabilities (Reilly, 2010).
A survey carried out by the Women’s Refugee Commission in 2012 and 2013 through field visits to
settings housing refugee and displaced persons in eight countries (India (New Delhi), Uganda, Thailand,
Bangladesh, Nepal, Ethiopia, Philippines (Mindanao) and Lebanon) shed light on the main obstacles
facing forced migrants with disabilities when accessing humanitarian assistance programmes (Pearce,
2015). Building on previous observations showing that persons with disabilities are 4-10 times more
likely to encounter violence than their non-disabled peers (WHO et al., 2011, p. 59), group discussions
and interviews involving over 600 persons with disabilities and caregivers helped identify several key
protection concerns. First, disabled migrants are seldom represented in refugee committees and associations, and are often disregarded by the refugee leadership during decision-making processes concerning
the community. Refugee children with disabilities are frequently mocked or bullied by their peers during school and play activities. As a consequence, they become unwilling to attend school. Moreover,
it is not uncommon that forced migrants with disabilities experience various forms of physical and/or
psychological violence committed by members of their families and communities, as well as by strangers. Women and girls, especially those with intellectual or mental disabilities, are highly exposed to
the risk of sexual violence in urban settings and new displacement contexts. In addition, both men and
women with disabilities are subjected to different forms of violence inside the home because of isolation, dependence on caregivers, and a lack of contact with community networks. Forced migrants with
disabilities also find it difficult to access disability-specific health services, such as assistive devices,
therapy and rehabilitation, and specialised surgical or medical interventions that are essential in ensuring
them an adequate level of inclusion and quality of life. Furthermore, persons with physical disabilities
often have limited access to services and programmes - like school facilities or health services - due to
the distance and a lack of affordable transportation. In most camp settings, there are no transportation
services available. All these barriers are especially hard to overcome when forced migrants suffer from
multiple impairments and require full assistance from their caregivers in daily routines such as using
the toilet and bathing.
Using critical discourse analysis to examine the immigration experiences of people with disabilities in
Canada, El-Lahib (2016) emphasises how, throughout the history of immigration in the country, people
from unwanted racialised groups have been constructed as disabled and regarded as culturally unfit as
a rationale for denying them admission. Whereas, on the surface, official statements support the image
of Canada as a country of opportunities for all, admission procedures exclude forced migrants with
disabilities by framing them as an inadmissible social group. This is achieved by linking refugees with
disabilities to linguistic constructs such as ‘posing excessive demands’ or entailing a ‘health risk’. As a
consequence, forced migrants tend to conceal the aspects of their identity related to disabilities so as to
be seen and constructed as worthy of admission to the country.
An ethnographic study, involving in-depth interviews, focus groups and participant observations
conducted among two different groups of refugees with disabilities resettled in the United States,
underlined the unpredictability of admission policies, which can lead to very different resettlement
experiences (Mirza, 2011). As asylum seekers with a disability are regarded as fewer desirable immi170


The Educational Inclusion of Forced Migrants With a Disability

grants, their opportunities for resettlement are channelled through narrow and arbitrary routes linked to
heterogeneous purposes like charity, medical exigencies, or individual efforts of humanitarian workers.
These fragmented interventions help solve some of the most urgent issues concerning the resettlement
of forced migrants with disabilities. However, they fail to transform the standard procedures that lead to
the exclusion of disabled migrants, while implicitly reinforcing the view of disability as an exceptional
condition, in which devaluation becomes a precondition for the inclusion process (DeBono et al. 2015).

THE UNHCR KEY PRINCIPLES
Evidence emerging from research regarding the multiple violations of rights suffered by forced migrants
with disabilities provides the jumping-off point for a recent document from the UNHCR that aims to
clarify the key principles guiding activities when working with this group. Stemming from the framework established by the CRPD, the document adopts a human rights-based approach that includes the
following principles (UNHCR, 2019, p. 8):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy, including the freedom to make one’s own
choices, and independence of persons.
Non-discrimination.
Full and effective participation and inclusion in society.
Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of human diversity and
humanity.
Equality of opportunity.
Accessibility.
Equality between men and women.
Respect for the evolving capacities of children with disabilities and respect for the right of children
with disabilities to preserve their identities.

Moreover, the document identifies three main elements - inclusion, participation and non-discrimination
- as the essential pillars for the implementation of the above-mentioned rights of persons with disabilities
in forced displacement (UNHCR, 2019). Inclusion concerns the removal of barriers that impede individuals’ enjoyment of their rights and ensuring all persons have equal opportunities to access services
and participate in society. With regard to individuals with disabilities, this implies that service providers
take responsibility for designing, enriching or modifying services to make them usable by all people,
to the greatest extent possible. Participation, a point especially underlined by the CRPD, is interpreted
by the UNHCR as the obligation to work in partnership with forced migrants with disabilities and their
caregivers, putting them at the centre of decision-making processes and sustaining their ability to act
as agents of change within their families and communities. Accordingly, the document pinpoints the
importance of ensuring that forced migrants with disabilities have the same opportunities as others to
take part in the processes of formulating, implementing and monitoring policies and programmes. Lastly,
the non-discrimination principle encourages the identification and removal of attitudinal, environmental
and communication barriers by carrying out appropriate modifications and adjustments - the ‘reasonable accommodations’ recommended by the CRPD - when a person with a disability requires access to
a situation which is not accessible. As the denial of reasonable accommodations is considered a form
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of inadvertent or purposeful inequity, the UNHCR principles commit to ensuring that programmes and
actions actively prevent this kind of discrimination by guaranteeing inclusive programming, as well as
the design of accessible services, activities, systems and processes.
Among the barriers forced migrants with disabilities usually face with regard to education, the document mentions schools that are inaccessible to disabled children, the lack of disability-specific services
able to provide special education, as well children with intellectual and psychosocial disabilities being
excluded from education and, in many cases, hidden from view, confined to their homes or institutionalised. Furthermore, the UNHCR document recognises that persons with disabilities, like all individuals,
have a range of needs and have the right to participate in the same programmes and activities as others
in their community. Consequently, the participation of persons with disabilities in education should not
be restricted only to separate or special programmes and activities.

IDENTIFYING DISABILITIES AMONG FORCED MIGRANTS
Beyond describing the key principles derived from the CRPD, the UNCHR document (UNHCR, 2019)
emphasises that a critical point in promoting the inclusion of forced migrants in education is the initial
identification of disability conditions among displaced populations. This concern is shared by most of
the inquiries previously mentioned (Asai, 2018a, 2018b; Pearce, 2015, Quigley et al., 2018; WHO et al.,
2011). There are several reasons for the lack of data on persons with disabilities among asylum seekers
and refugees, such as the absence of a specific assessment of disability conditions during registration
and a lack of training in essential disability identification among staff carrying out registration. Forced
migrants can be prevented from registering with local host authorities or NGOs if services are inaccessible
(Mirza, 2014). Moreover, forced migrants with disabilities are often hesitant to disclose their condition,
either because they are unaware of the benefits of registering or because they lost their identity or health
documents under transit (Crock, Smith-Khan, 2016). As a consequence, inaccurate data collection in
this regard often leads to an underestimation of the number of migrants with disabilities and, thereby,
what is actually needed in terms of the provision of relief services.
The systematic recognition and registration of forced migrants with disabilities is commonly acknowledged as a preliminary step in ensuring them protection and assistance, as well as in formulating
and implementing effective educational policies that meet their educational needs (Smith-Khan et al.
2015). To this end, the UNHCR recommends “a swift and systematic identification and registration of
refugees and other persons with disabilities, with particular attention to those who cannot communicate
their own needs, in order to identify their protection and assistance needs” (ExCom, 2010). However, it
is important to note that identification based on simple ‘yes/no’ response options or visual cues is not
enough to ensure adequate assessment. Furthermore, adopting an approach relying on the typical medical
screening, based on diagnoses categorising subjects according to their impairments, risks disregarding
essential information on the lived experience of and support needed by individuals (UNHCR, 2019).
Therefore, in the last few years, data collection methodologies have been developed as tools for gathering critical information required to design inclusive programmes for forced migrants with disabilities.
The UNHCR and other organisations especially encourage authorities and agencies to use a set of short
questions (WGDS, 2016) developed as a tool for screening and classifying disabilities. These questions
use the WHO’s International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and Health (ICF) as a conceptual
framework (WHO, 2007) and have been designed to help policymakers determine whether programmes
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and policies result in the full inclusion of persons with disabilities. They provide the necessary data to
classify the population according to disability status, whether as a yes/no dichotomy or on a continuum
with a wider number of response categories (‘no difficulty, some difficulty, a lot of difficulty, cannot
do at all’). The resulting classification is based on measuring an individual’s difficulty in functioning
in essential domains with little or no assistance (Madans, 2016).

THE WASHINGTON GROUP QUESTIONNAIRES
As we noted above, there is an increasing interest in the impact systematic data collection can have on
the way countries develop national plans to promote inclusion of people with disabilities. In this regard,
the WGQ have emerged as one of the favoured methods for data collection in the field of migration (Altman & Rasch, 2016; United Nations, 2014; WGDS, 2010, 2016). While the original purpose of the tool
was focused on producing usable data for governments, its use has recently been expanded to include
other social actors (such as international NGOs) and subjects, like forced migrants. Accordingly, over
the years the questionnaires have been translated and employed in several countries. Crock and SmithKhan (2016) have explored the adequacy of the WGQ in identifying disabilities among populations of
displaced persons through fieldwork carried out in six countries (Malaysia, Indonesia, Pakistan, Uganda,
Jordan and Turkey) from 2012 to 2014. The WGQ was accompanied by interviews with UNHCR and
government representatives, as well as individual interviews and focus groups with refugees and asylum
seekers. Findings from this fieldwork show that, in comparison with open questions of the kind normally
asked during the registration process of asylum seekers upon arrival, asking specific, functionality-based
questions (as the WGQ do) helps provide a more precise picture of the disability conditions of forced
migrants. Hence, the kind and amount of information collected seems to be strongly influenced by the
questioning style adopted by the interviewers. Nevertheless, the research emphasises that, as disability
is considered a social stigma in many countries, self-identification is frequently avoided by migrants
(as in the Canadian study), who prefer not to disclose their condition even when specific questions are
posed through the WGQ.
The motivations for collecting data on persons with disabilities through the WGQ, as well as the use
of this data for developing inclusive programmes, were the subject of a recent investigation aiming to
identify and analyse the strengths and limitations of the questions in various contexts worldwide (Quigley et al., 2018). Individuals from over forty NGOs and other organisations involved in the management
of various programmes for forced migrants with disabilities were interviewed about their reasons for
employing the WGQ, how they have been used and the results. Analysis of the data collected shows that
gathering information through the WGQ can help promote inclusive programmes under certain conditions. Firstly, the need for and purpose of collecting and analysing data should be clarified in advance
with a focus on the particular context in which the questions will be used. Secondly, the WGQ should
not be used in isolation, but only in connection with a broader pre-existing survey on the conditions of
persons with disabilities. Finally, it is pivotal that the staff administering the WGQ receive appropriate
training to ensure that the questions are translated and asked correctly (Quigley et al., 2018).
Two reports on the assessment of disability conditions of Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon
help shed further light on the way the WGQ have been employed to achieve a better understanding of
the inclusion of forced migrants with disabilities (Asai, 2018a, 2018b). The investigation combined
quantitative and qualitative methods. Quantitative data were collected from 2,495 persons in a random
173


The Educational Inclusion of Forced Migrants With a Disability

sample of 506 households in an urban setting in Lebanon, and from 6,381 persons in a random sample
of 1,159 households in two Jordanian refugee camps. Key informant interviews with stakeholders working in specialized services programmes (14 in Lebanon, 25 in Jordan) were also conducted to provide a
deeper exploration of the educational situation of children with and without disabilities in these contexts.
Analysing this data shows that, in Lebanon, 22.6% of refugees aged 2 years and above had disabilities,
with 60% of sampled households including at least one member with disabilities. In Jordan, the share of
disabilities was 23%, with 62% of households including at least one member with disabilities. Among
key informants, 39% and 25% of interviewees, in Lebanon and Jordan respectively, stated that the causes
of disability were mostly related to the Syrian conflict. Mental health issues, such as anxiety and depression, were common in both contexts, with an especially worrying rate of mental disorders among the
population of children aged 5-17. Moreover, data highlight that children with disabilities (especially boys)
are less likely to attend school than their peers due to mainstream schools’ reluctance to welcome and
support them, the poor quality of education provided by special schools, teachers’ lack of preparation in
identifying and supporting the learning needs of all children and, more generally, limited understanding
of principles of and approaches to inclusive education.
More recently, the AMiD (Access to services for Migrants with Disabilities) project developed a
needs assessment tool (NAT) with the aim of helping NGOs and local authorities in the EU implement
evaluation and support activities for migrants and refugees with disabilities (AMiD, 2018a). This tool,
based on the framework of the EU Programme ‘Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund’, includes questions adapted from the Washington Group Extended Set on Functioning (WG-ES). The implementation
of the NAT was preceded by research in four countries (Greece, Austria, Finland and Italy) identifying
the training needs of practitioners working with forced migrants with disabilities (AMiD, 2018b). The
investigation was conducted using a gap analysis, a survey, focus groups and interviews with staff from
NGOs, organisations for disabled people and service providers for people with disabilities in each country. Among the recommendations to improve the management of services for refugees with disabilities,
country and general reports pinpoint a number of specific aspects of assessment procedures, including
refining and speeding up standardised identification, registration and asylum procedures; provision of
individualised plans; better protection of personal data; and improving access to services and information
among migrants with disabilities. The reports also emphasise that the staff providing these services need
more information and guidance about identifying and assessing migrants with disabilities (AMiD, 2018b).

METHODOLOGY
To provide an evaluation of the role the WGQ can play in fostering opportunities for inclusive education
among forced migrants with disabilities, the author carried out an in-depth examination of the reports
and documents developed in connection with the use of WGQ through infrastructural inversion (Bowker
et al., 1994) and intertextual thematic analysis (Coffey, 2013). As an analytical method inspired by the
Goffman’s idea of ‘going backstage’ (1959), infrastructural inversion helps reveal how the seemingly
objective elements of scientific and technological constructs intended to categorise reality (such as the
WGQ) rely on a combination of multiple relations between humans, objects and activities, which generate and strengthen infrastructures as functional systems. Accordingly, infrastructural inversion produces
a deeper understanding of the interdependence of technical networks and standards embedded in classification systems, as well as the political work and knowledge production surrounding the creation
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of these systems (Bowker & Star, 1999). Meanwhile, intertextual analysis refers to the adoption of an
analytical approach that looks beyond texts as individual artefacts by exploring the relations between
texts. Organisational settings like services to identify and register asylum-seekers are based on systems of
accountability via documentation in which documents are connected to other documents. Consequently,
“we can think of a semi-autonomous domain of documentary reality, in which documents reflect and
refer to other documents. […] Texts can therefore be analysed in terms of these intertextual relationships, tracing the dimensions of similarity, comparison, contrast and difference” (Coffey, 2013, p. 374).
Infrastructural inversion and intertextual thematic analysis complement each other as, respectively,
conceptual and empirical strategies that help elaborate categories and identify emerging themes through
an iterative and recursive process of theoretical sampling and systematic comparison of data (Cohen et
al., 2018). The credibility and dependability of research findings were ensured by integrating debriefing
by peers and sampling triangulation, whereby different samples and subsamples of the analysis were
cross-examined by other researchers in order to check their level of consistency (Flick, 2011).

FINDINGS
Currently, there are four different versions of the Washington Group questions (WGDS, 2016):
•
•
•

•

Washington Group Short Set (WG-SS): the most widely used, includes six questions (seeing,
hearing, walking, remembering, washing and dressing, and communicating);
Washington Group Short Set Enhanced (WG- SSE): includes the short set questions and three
more questions on upper body functioning, anxiety and depression;
Washington Group Extended Section Functioning (WG-ES): expands on the short set to include
39 questions covering the use of assistive devices/aids and functioning with and without the use
of devices/aids, as well as additional domains of functioning such as upper body, anxiety and depression, fatigue and pain.
Washington Group Child Functioning Module (CFM): a questionnaire specific to the needs of
children aged 2-4 and 5-17, developed in conjunction with UNICEF.

Our analysis is focused on the two most used instruments, the WG-SS (https://www.washingtongroupdisability.com/question-sets/wg-short-set-on-functioning-wg-ss/) and WG-ES (https://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/question-sets/wg-extended-set-on-functioning-wg-es/). The WG-SS assesses
whether people have difficulty performing basic activities (walking, seeing, hearing, cognition, self-care
and communication). Originally designed for use among the general population, the tool’s brevity and
focus on functioning allows it to be rapidly and easily deployed in challenging settings such as migration centres or refugee camps. The WG-SS was not designed to be used as a stand-alone instrument,
but in conjunction with other measurement tools within a larger survey or a registration form collecting
data on other measures (employment status, educational attainment, etc.), from which the respondent’s
disability status would be then disaggregated (WGDS, 2017). Acknowledging the complexity of disability, the Washington Group underlines that the questions are not designed to measure all aspects of the
difficulties in functioning people may experience, but only those domains that are expected to identify
the majority of people at risk of participatory restrictions. Therefore, while the WG-SS only explicitly
addresses difficulties in undertaking basic activities, it should be complemented by other information
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encompassing the full bio-psychosocial model of disability. In recent years, an extended version of the
questionnaire (WG-ES) has been developed, which expands the six domains covered by the short set of
questions with four additional domains (upper body; fatigue and pain; anxiety; and depression), as well
as measuring the level of impairment and the possible use of assistive devices/aids (glasses, hearing
aids, or wheelchairs). Unlike the WG-SS, which is usually associated with census activities, the WG-ES
was conceived for use in health surveys and surveys that focus specifically on disability (WGDS, 2012).
What is the rationale for selecting these six (or ten) domains as especially valuable to understanding
the disability conditions of migrants or asylum seekers? Literature from the Washington Group consistently emphasises that the questionnaires do not provide a comprehensive assessment covering the
entire spectrum of disability. Moreover, it recognises that disability represents a complex and evolving
process, and not a single, static state. However, the complexity of the concept has resulted in a wide range
of statistics on disability that pursue different objectives and measure different things (e.g. assessing
the prevalence of physical impairments or planning for the provision of services). As a result, data are
neither easy to interpret nor comparable, while the goal of the WGDS was to develop a set of questions
that could produce internationally comparable data by using census methodology. To overcome these
issues, two criteria have been adopted by the WGDS in compiling the questionnaires: relevance (“Is the
purpose of relatively equal importance across countries with respect to policy?”) and feasibility (“Is it
possible to collect the proposed information using a comparable general disability measure that includes
a small set of census-like questions?”) (WGDS, 2008, 2015, 2016). This approach has resulted in the
formulation of the main questionnaire (WG-SS), which aims to identify persons with similar kinds and
levels of limitations in basic activity functioning, regardless of nationality or culture, on the basis of the
following questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Do you have difficulty seeing, even if wearing glasses?
Do you have difficulty hearing, even if using a hearing aid?
Do you have difficulty walking or climbing steps?
Do you have difficulty remembering or concentrating?
Do you have difficulty (with self-care such as) washing all over or dressing?
Using your usual (customary) language, do you have difficulty communicating (for example understanding or being understood by others)?

Each question has four response categories: (1) No, no difficulty, (2) Yes, some difficulty, (3) Yes,
a lot of difficulty and (4) Cannot do it at all (WGDS, 2007).
These six questions are the final outcome of a long process to simplify the multiple dimensions of
disability for the sake of producing universally comparable data. Key resources have also been invested
in conducting standardised testing in 15 countries (of which 13 were funded through the World Bank)
to assess the validity of the questions and their possible implementation in a variety of regions, cultures,
and languages.
Several questions emerge from the analysis of the documents produced during the twenty-year development of the questionnaire. The pivotal questions is: Was the questionnaire worth the investment of so
much time and resources? We can assume that the six questions are the result of prolonged research by
the WGDS to identify the core dimensions of disability in an international perspective. Therefore, they
implicitly depict what is important (and what is not) for an individual in terms of functions: above all,
physical functions (seeing, hearing, walking, washing and dressing), then cognitive functions (remember176
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ing or concentrating), and finally communicative functions (using language). The extended version of
the questionnaire (WG-ES) adds three more sets of questions on the body (the upper body, fatigue and
pain) and one on psychological disorders (anxiety and depression) (WGDS, 2011, 2012).
However, when a classification system operates a reduction of the complexity concerning human
beings, especially those that are in a state of powerlessness, it is important to clarify the reasons why
some aspects are included and others omitted from the description. In this regard, the WGDS pinpoints
that the questionnaire “domains were selected using the criteria of simplicity, brevity, universality and
comparability” (WGDS, 2015, p. 3). Yet, the profile emerging from the questions is that of an individual
whose body functions are far more important than the mental skills (with all due respect to Stephen
Hawking). Moreover, the person portrayed by the questions is an individual apparently living in isolation.
A simple, short, universal, comparable and relevant question such as “Is there anybody that supports you
in relation to your impairments?” is not part of the survey. In short, the questionnaire directly reflects a
hierarchy of values according to which the body is what matters most in terms of disability, the mind is
only a secondary concern, while the social dimension is ignored.
This contrasts with the claim from the WGDS that disability is “the outcome of the interaction of a
person and his/her environment (physical, social, cultural or legislative) and represents a measure of the
negative impact of environmental factors on one’s ability to participate” (WGDS, 2012, p. 1). See also
Altman & Meltzer, 2016). This seeming contradiction stems from the persistent confusion between impairments and disability, which causes the two concepts to be treated as synonymous. As Sherry (2007)
underlined, an impairment is a form of biological, cognitive, sensory or psychiatric difference defined
within a medical context, while disability represents the negative social reaction to such differences.
Recognising that disability is a form of social exclusion helps overcome the traditional view of disability as personal tragedy (Oliver, 1996). Instead of assuming that individuals’ disabilities are the direct
product of their impairments, the social model of disability reverses the causal chain by showing that
socially constructed barriers disable people with a perceived impairment (Goodley, 2016). Whereas the
WGDS claim about the role of environment on producing disabling conditions seems to align with the
social model, in fact the WGQ frames disability as an intrinsic characteristic of individuals, interpreting it as a condition rather than a relation emerging from the reciprocal encounter between people and
environments. Consequently, they classify persons according to their adherence to an abstract notion of
non-disabled body or mind, flawless and stable, compared to which everyone should gauge all kinds of
personal imperfection. This platonic view of disability contrasts, as noted, with the WGDS’s repeated
assertions that disability is a dynamic and evolving process (WGDS, 2017). Whereas the WGDS’s
statements seem to align with the social model of disability, the logic of measuring disability based on
individual conditions, which is materially embedded in the structure of the questionnaires, pushes in the
opposite direction, portraying people with a disability as a minority group within the ‘normal’ population. Oddly enough for an instrument intended to produce reliable statistics, this is far from a statistical
reality (Mitchell & Snyder, 2012; Zola, 1993).
In terms of infrastructure, the WGQ are supported by both internal and external documents. Internal
documents help shed light on the process of creating the questionnaires, which are built on linearity and
redundancy criteria. A linear approach is in place in the questionnaires when reduction of complexity is
justified through the elimination of concurring hypotheses as ‘relevant, but not feasible’. In this way, two
possible alternative rationales for the questionnaires, supporting provision of services or monitoring the
level of functioning in the population, are discarded in favour of assessments measuring the success of
initiatives to equalise individual opportunities. The first rationale, supporting provision of services, is
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deemed too dependent on cultural variables for reliable international comparison. The second approach,
monitoring the level of individual functioning to measure environments as mediators of impairment and
actions, tasks, or activities, is recognised as valuable, and even as the most appropriate approach, as it
would help track those who experience barriers preventing participation in their communities (Crock &
Smith-Khan, 2016). However, it is discarded as “a very complicated process involving components of
measurement not yet fully developed” (WGDS, 2004, p. 4), and thus not suitable for international comparison. The third option – questions assessing equalisation of opportunity – is therefore the result of a
‘reductio ad unum’ process, where the many nuances of disability are sacrificed at the altar of a demand
for international comparability. The criterion of redundancy, meanwhile, applies to the way the same
utterances and catchphrases are repeated over and over with minimal variation in the various documents
produced by the WGDS. For example, all documents acknowledge that measuring levels of participation would be highly relevant, even though such measurements cannot be adequately operationalised for
the sake of international comparison. The same explanation is repeatedly used to support the idea that
assessing how environmental factors interact with people’s abilities would be valuable, but not feasible.
In this way, internal references and links generate a sense of consistency and conformity regarding the
choices made when developing and disseminating the questionnaires (WGDS, 2004, 2010, 2012, 2015).
However, the WGQ do not rely solely on an internal structure of cross-references; they are also entrenched in an external, nested structure that supports their scientific status. Throughout the documents,
the WGDS makes regular reference to the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and
Health (ICF), promoted by the WHO (2001), as the conceptual framework for the development of the
WGQ as a measurement tool (WGDS, 2004, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2015). In turn, the development of the
ICF was largely inspired by another classification system sponsored by the WHO, the International Classification of Diseases - or ICD (WHO, 2018). All three systems (ICD, ICF and WGQ) share not only a
common origin in the WHO’s activities, but also what Wittgenstein defined as a ‘family resemblance’
(“a complicated network of similarities overlapping and crisscrossing”, 2001, p. 32) regarding the overall
approach and structure of classification. All three systems a) are based on coding procedures aimed at
identifying certain characteristics of individuals; b) are focused on the body, for which descriptions are
detailed and accurate, whereas categories concerning the mental and social dimensions are vague and
fuzzy; c) struggle to impose a universal and objective classification standard in the face of the high cultural variability of contexts and evaluators. More precisely, the ICF - on which the WGDS has explicitly
modelled its questions – clearly reflects how the adoption of bureaucratic and technocratic rationality
produces a disconnect between declared ends and actual means that coexist in the same document. On the
one hand, the authors espouse a holistic view of disability in which environmental factors, such as living
conditions, systems of services and policies, social attitudes and practices, are recognised as playing a
crucial role in the functioning, social participation and inclusion of individuals (Emerson, 2012). On the
other hand, these same factors are put in a separate section of the ICF system so as not to interfere with
the core activity of coding. In this way, classification can concentrate on physical functions, whereas
personal and environmental factors are grouped into broad categories (“Gender, race, age, lifestyle…”).
While the former is the prerogative of health specialists, the latter are left to individual self-reports “if
needed” (WHO, 2001, p. 19), implicitly assuming that participation is an individual matter.
Following the same pattern, the WGDS fully recognises that environmental factors are pivotal in the
production of disability, only to leave them out of the questionnaires because they cannot be operationalised for the sake of international comparison. Accordingly, the monitoring of barriers to participation is
dismissed as it would expose questions to cultural variability. Instead, the questionnaires are focused on
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the identification of ‘primary disability elements’ of individuals, assuming that they will be subsequently
compared to data on participation levels collected through other surveys. How these surveys will be
organised and managed is not specified. Moreover, participation is reduced to an individual dimension,
defined as the encounter of the person with impairments with various environments (school, work…),
and framed in terms of individual ‘performance’. This again places responsibility for adjusting entirely
on the person with a disability, while accommodations are seen as technical devices (glasses, wheelchairs…) that will help the individual adjust to environmental demands (Altman & Rasch, 2016, p. 63).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The WGQ provide a quick assessment of the disability conditions of forced migrants, to be used in combination with more general surveys carried out in migration centres or refugee camps. The assessment
aligns well with the CRPD aims, according to which nation states should collect information on forced
migrants with a disability in order to design and implement policies that can secure their rights. However, our analysis highlights some shortcomings of the questionnaires. They offer a concise taxonomy
of personal impairments that reduces the complexity of the disability experience to a few dimensions,
mostly centred on body functions. All documents examined contain introductory statements that underline how social and environmental factors play a key role in constructing disability as a relation between
individuals and contexts. Nevertheless, the process of developing questions that can be operationalised
in a way that guarantees the possibility of international comparison has resulted in a screening exercise
permeated by a concept of disability as a characteristic of individuals.
This contrasts with relevant literature in the field of inclusive education, which emphasises that classifying individuals through systems inspired by diagnostic models (even when employing ‘softened’
variants, as in this case) has unintended negative effects on the opportunities for learners with disabilities
to participate in mainstream education (Biesta, 2010; Florian, 2015). This kind of classification leads
to certain students being considered problematic based not only on their impairments, but also ethnic
origin, class background or gender status (Allan, Harwood, 2016; Slee, 2019). As Thomas and Loxley
(2007) underline, children with disabilities are currently surrounded by a system of soft categories (such
as ‘emotional and behavioural difficulties’) and quasi-medical diagnoses (such as ADHD), as well as
quasi-legal procedures and quasi-scientific assessments. While this system does not stand up to rigorous
scrutiny, it reinforces a deficit model that positions the problem within the child instead of analysing the
role of social and environmental barriers in constructing the condition of disability.
Excluding social and environmental factors from the questionnaires, as relevant but unmeasurable
indicators, results in a purportedly precise but detached data collection, which categorises individuals
without listening to what they have to say regarding what kind of impact disability has on their lives.
The latter is only possible by cross-referencing data from the WGQ with other surveys, and only on an
individual basis. As a consequence, the dimensions of participation and cooperation, which provide
the foundation for the notion of inclusion in education, are left unexplored (Booth & Ainscow, 2011).
Moreover, reducing disabilities to impairments intrinsically tied to the individual emphasises the idea
that migrants with disabilities need to adjust to the situation with the help of certain aids, while diverting
attention from a serious analysis of the ways the educational environment can be made more inclusive.
Throughout the documents, this perspective is supported through the argument – also advanced in
relation to the ICF and other classification systems (Bickenbach, 2012) – that there is no alternative to
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this path of categorisation when considering what is feasible, rather than what is relevant to the field.
Furthermore, it is argued that the classification is intended for the good of forced migrants and is endorsed
by distinguished international institutions. However, in fact there are alternatives – or more precisely, lines
of flight (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) - to this apparently unstoppable categorisation trend. Resistance
to the trend starts from a “reading of where and how political work is done in the world of classifications and standards, and how such artifacts can be problematised and challenged” (Bowker, Star, 1999,
p. 49). In this regard, some critical questions emerge from reports reviewing the use of the WGQ, also
in relation to the inclusion of forced migrants with disabilities in mainstream education (Amid Project,
2018b; Asai, 2018a, 2018b; Quigley et al., 2018). A report from Lebanon (Asai, 2018b), where the WGQ
were used to assess the level of disability among Syrian refugees, states that classification highlights
the pivotal role negative social and environmental factors play in affecting children’s school attendance
and caregivers’ decision as to whether to send their children to school. Among the most important of
these factors, the report pinpoints a strong sense of reluctance at schools to welcome and support forced
migrant learners with disabilities, as well as teachers’ and principals’ limited understanding of inclusive
education. This view is supported by another report that provides extracts from interviews with staff at
NGOs who have been trained to use the WGQ with forced migrants within various centres and camps
worldwide (Quigley et al., 2018). One of the interviewees notes that:
Large numbers of humanitarian aid workers; they don’t know what is the meaning of inclusive. They
don’t know actually how to make services inclusive. How to create an inclusive environment, and what
tactics you need to be followed in order to create and have a welcoming and proactive environment.
Moreover, practitioners express particular concerns about the fact that administering the WGQ raises
a number of legitimate expectations that remain unfulfilled among both operators and migrants:
We don’t yet have a clear idea of what will be next. [...] Screening a population about these issues raises an
ethical issue as we are not set up to do anything to respond to these difficulties that people have reported
to us through the Washington Group Questions. We should have a back-up project for those identified.
My concern is that I am being left with data that provides a huge prevalence [...] for example that 60%
of the population has a disability and I don’t have funding to do anything about it.
People with disabilities identified wanted to know what actions will be available for them.
These observations highlight the risk of adopting an approach that decouples description from action, raising an ethical quandary regarding the purpose of the WGQ: Is the goal of the questionnaires to
compile a global database or to help practitioners classify forced migrants with disabilities in order to
support their social and educational inclusion? While, in theory, the questionnaires pursue both these
goals, the effort made to eliminate all references to environmental and participatory factors tips the balance towards a focus on obtaining comparable data rather than on supporting interventions that favour
the educational inclusion of migrants, which are dependent on the very same local environmental and
social factors (such as an accessible school) that the questionnaires try to avoid.
Nevertheless, the process through which the WGQ establish their legitimacy as “the preferred data
collection methodology by the global community for national data collection efforts on disability”
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(Quigley et al., 2018, p. 3) is actually based on the way a classification system created to generate usable
data for governments is becoming a widespread mechanism through which NGOs label forced migrants
according to their impairments. These practices reinforce each other to generate an infrastructure; that is,
a system in which “local practices are afforded by a larger-scale technology, which can then be used in
a natural, ready-to-hand fashion” (Star & Ruhleder, 1996). As a technological infrastructure, the WGQ
develop a trajectory that gradually leads to the naturalisation of the classification they pursue. This inertial movement tends to render invisible the initial motivations behind the classification adopted, so that,
in the long run, the system becomes taken for granted, transparent and, consequently, unquestioned. As
this dynamic advances, processes become standard procedures that are embedded in everyday practices
in the same way that we switch on a lamp without giving any thought to volts and amperes.
Both the ICD and ICF, respectively in the fields of health and education, are good examples of this
standardisation path through which classification systems legitimise themselves and stabilise until they
become irreversible. In this way, they become hyperobjects, i.e. objects so widely distributed in space
and time that they become invisible to humans for stretches of time (Morton, 2013). The WGQ are not
only openly inspired by the ICD and ICF, but they are also nested within them, as similar infrastructures
tend to link to, sustain and integrate with one another across organisations, nations, and tools. However, the analysis shows that these systems do not represent a neutral (or better, natural) perspective as,
through classification, they actually embody, codify and prescribe ethics and values. Hence, they have
major consequences for individuals, especially those that, for multiple reasons, remain at the margins
of educational opportunities, such as forced migrants with disabilities. Coding based on standards can
only produce very poor descriptions when addressing the complex combination of dimensions - gender,
language, ethnicity, poverty, and disability - that usually intersect in the migrant experience. When classification attempts to separately measure one or more of these dimensions in an individual, it overlooks
the ways in which they interact with each other, and with other people. Moreover, by measuring impairments without taking into account social and environmental factors, the WGQ risk relegating forced
migrants to a ‘residual’ class of individuals whose disability overshadows other important characteristics
and learning potentials.
Focusing exclusively on objectivity and international comparability, the WGQ are currently on track
to become part of a family of categorisation devices in which the appearance of precision is a substitute
for validity (Stuart & Kutchins, 1992) - especially ecological validity – and counting replaces caring.
Before they do so and the questionnaires are considered the gold standard within the field, it is worth
asking two relevant and interconnected questions:
•

•

Who benefits from this procedure? The reports mentioned in this article raise a number of doubts
as to whether procedures for identifying disability among forced migrants lead to actual support
in accessing education. While they provide more detailed descriptions of impairment conditions,
they fail to take into account local constraints and resources.
Why do we need a global database of forced migrants with a disability? Throughout the documents analysed, it is taken for granted that such knowledge will produce action. Even though it is
true that effective action must rely on knowledge, the global but decontextualised knowledge provided by the WGQ does not support local, effective action that can help improve the educational
conditions of forced migrants with disabilities. Rather, it seems more likely to further expand
the prioritisation of metrics that the current culture of accountability has imposed in many fields
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(including medicine, education and social work) to encompass the practices of international organisations working in the field of forced migration.
So, what kind of knowledge do we need if we are to help educational services and practitioners promote a more inclusive environment for forced migrants with a disability? As Bowker and Star suggest
(1999, p. 321):
We need to recognize that all information systems are necessarily suffused with ethical and political
values, modulated by local administrative procedures. These systems are active creators of categories in
the world as well as simulators of existing categories. Remembering this, we keep open and can explore
spaces for change and flexibility that are otherwise lost forever.
Spaces for change and flexibility can be created with the aim of supporting the education of forced
migrants with disabilities - not by dismissing categorisation, but by emphasising the following three
basic design principles that should underlie classification practices in this field:
•

•

•

Recognising that classification is a balancing act. Classification schemes should help represent
multiple actors and perspectives. To do so, they need to tolerate and incorporate a degree of ambiguity by leaving certain terms open to multiple definitions across the different contexts related
to forced migration, disability, and education.
Ensuring that participants’ voices are collected and documented. As classification systems tend
to become invisible - and therefore more powerful - infrastructures, it is crucial that the voices of
those who both classify and are classified continue to be heard. This helps secure that the system
would maintain an adequate level of political flexibility and policy participation with regard to
educational choices. For example, interviews and focus groups carried out in the reports examined
above effectively support this purpose.
Paying particular attention to what is excluded. As noted, it is in the nature of classification to
produce spurious, residual cases that do not fit within the predetermined categories. The analysis
of these ‘others’ helps defuse the risk of classification becoming a set of invisible and unspoken
norms by revealing, as in the Gestalt, the ‘empty patterns’, the foundation on which the infrastructure is built. In terms of education, remaining sensitive to what is omitted from the classification
system is just as important as the information it provides.

These basic design principles should be adopted to modify the existing questionnaires in order to
encompass the refugees’ viewpoint on the potential changes they identify in the camp environment, so
as it can meet their needs and value their potentials for education. Recommendations provided by the
Universal Design approach should be considered as well in defining a more participative method of collecting data, as an integral part of the effort towards better integration of forced migrants with disabilities
(Jahre et al., 2018; NORCAP, 2016).
Adopting these principles as guidelines for (re)designing assessment procedures concerning the
educational opportunities of forced migrants with a disability would help develop classification systems
able to fill the gap between description and action, thereby achieving a more holistic, respectful and
inclusive approach.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS
ADHD: Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder.
CRPD: Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
ICD: International classification of diseases.
ICF: International classification of functioning, disability, and health.
NAT: Needs assessment tool.
WG-ES: Washington Group extended section functioning.
WG-SS: Washington Group short set.
WG-SSE: Washington Group short set enhanced.
WGDS: Washington Group on Disability Statistics.
WGQ: Washington Group questionnaires.
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