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Abstract 
This article examines how disability studies might contribute to Ghanaian 
music education scholarship, a field that has received limited attention to 
disability. Although existing studies address disability through inclusive 
education, teacher preparation, and music learning, disability studies has not 
emerged as a sustained critical perspective within the field. This theoretical 
essay draws on Simi Linton’s Claiming Disability (1998), disability studies 
scholarship, and literature in music education and Ghanaian music 
education. Through theoretical and literature-based analysis, it explores how 
disability studies might extend existing discussions in the field. The analysis 
suggests that disability in Ghanaian music education has been approached 
primarily through inclusion and intervention-oriented frameworks. Disability 
studies offer additional tools for examining assumptions about musical 
ability, embodiment, participation, knowledge, and value. It encourages 
critical reflection on how music education constructs competence, 
normalcy, and musical worth. The article argues that disability studies can 
serve as an additional lens for examining culture, curriculum, identity, and 
educational practice in Ghanaian music education. Future research should 
investigate disability in music curricula, assessment practices, teacher 
education, musical participation, and Ghanaian understandings of ability and 
difference. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Scholarship in Ghana documents the coexistence of 
spiritual, traditional, familial, religious, and biomedical 
understandings of disability. Kpobi and Swartz (2019), 
for example, demonstrate that traditional and faith 
healers draw on both spiritual and embodied 
explanations in interpreting intellectual disability, 
while Adom-Opare (2022) shows that culturally 
situated beliefs about pregnancy and food contribute 
to particular understandings of disability. These 
understandings shape how disabled people are 
positioned within families, communities, institutions, 
and the broader social order. Research in Ghana links 
conceptualisations of disability to stigma, family 
relations, social participation, and structural exclusion 
(Grischow et al., 2018; Mfoafo-M’Carthy et al., 2020, 
2022). At the same time, scholarship on political 
citizenship and education demonstrates that these 
constructions have consequences for whose 
participation, knowledge, and presence are recognised 
within national and educational institutions (Ocran, 
2019, 2023; Owoo, 2025). Disability in the Ghanaian 
context may therefore be approached as a site where 
competing ways of belonging and the determination 
of social value intersect.  
 
As a theoretical essay, this article does not employ an 
empirical research design or provide a systematic 
review of Ghanaian disability-in-education scholarship. 
Instead, it draws on a targeted, non-exhaustive review 
of Ghanaian and international literature on disability, 
education, and music education, supplemented by 
citation tracing from key sources. The discussion is 
guided by two questions: why disability studies, as 
distinct from disability as a practical educational 
concern, has received limited attention in Ghanaian 
music education scholarship, and what disability 
studies might make visible about musical ability, 
embodiment, participation, and aesthetic value within 
the field. 
 
Ghanaian Music Education as the Immediate Point of 
Entry 
Ghanaian education scholars have engaged disability 
through work on inclusive education (Agbenyega, 
2007; Agbenyega & Deku, 2011; Botts & Owusu, 2013; 
Dwamena, 2026; Ocloo & Subbey, 2008), inclusive 
teacher preparation (Kuyini et al., 2020), and special 
education (Ametepee & Anastasiou, 2015; Avoke, 2001; 

Opoku et al., 2017). Collectively, this scholarship has 
documented the experiences of disabled learners and 
examined access, participation, equity, and 
educational implementation. By comparison, the 
Ghanaian music education literature addressing 
disability appears much smaller. Among the studies 
identified for this review, disability is discussed 
primarily in relation to inclusive practice, teacher 
preparation, musical participation, and access to music 
learning (Agbenyo, 2022, 2025; Agbenyo & Sam, 2021; 
Adelere, 2018). These studies make important 
contributions to understanding disability and music 
education in Ghana. However, among the literature 
reviewed, there has been comparatively little 
engagement with disability as a social, cultural, 
historical, or educational category of analysis. This gap 
between a broader Ghanaian disability scholarship and 
the more limited treatment of disability within music 
education provides the point of entry for the present 
discussion. 
 
In this essay, disability studies is understood through 
Longmore and Umansky’s (2001) definition of the field 
as an examination of “the intricate interaction among 
cultural values, societal arrangements, public policy, 
and professional practice regarding disability” (p. 12). 
Linton (1998) sharpens this definition by describing 
disability studies as a “field that interrogates the 
divisions societies draw between the normal and the 
pathological, the insider and the outsider, the 
competent citizen and the ward of the state” (p. 2). 
She traces the field’s emergence to a challenge against 
the medicalisation of disability, though she is careful 
not to dismiss medicine’s contributions outright: she 
acknowledges that medical understandings of 
disability have, in real ways, increased the well-being 
and vitality of many disabled people. Her concern is 
that these benefits can coexist with “enormous 
negative consequences” when human variation is 
understood through medicine alone as deviance, 
pathology, deficit, or personal tragedy (p. 11).  
 
The move away from purely medical accounts 
resonates with the broader turn toward social models 
of disability within the field (Shakespeare, 2006), 
which relocate disability from individual impairment to 
socially constructed barriers and exclusions — though 
the social model, too, has been debated and refined 
rather than treated as a final or uncontested 
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framework (Shakespeare, 2006). Central to this 
reframing is the premise that disability is historically, 
socially, and culturally constructed (Straus, 2006). If 
disability is constructed in this way, then it becomes 
worth examining how assumptions about musical 
ability, music-making, musicians, music learner 
participation, musical competence, and the 
characteristics of a good music student have helped 
construct what disability means in the first place. 
 
From Ghanaian Disability Scholarship to Disability 
Studies 
Once disability has been established as a social, 
historical, cultural, institutional, and epistemic 
construct within the Ghanaian literature, disability 
studies become useful as a conversation partner. 
Disability studies, understood as a critical 
interdisciplinary field concerned with the cultural, 
social, political, and epistemological meanings of 
disability (Goodley, 2014, 2025; Linton, 1998; Meekosha 
& Shuttleworth, 2009; Ware, 2010), provides concepts 
for examining how disability may be understood, 
represented, and valued. The difference between 
disability studies and inclusive and special education 
should not be overstated. Whereas much inclusive and 
special education research focuses on how 
educational systems can better support disabled 
learners through attention to access, accommodation, 
teacher preparation, resources, and participation 
(Opoku et al., 2021; Opoku-Nkoom & Ackah-Jnr, 2023), 
disability studies extends this inquiry by examining 
how the categories and norms that organise 
educational responses to disability are themselves 
produced. Viewed in this way, inclusion is inseparable 
from the institutional processes that define and 
regulate ability, normalcy, competence, difference, 
and participation. (Campbell, 2009; Davis, 1995; 
Titchkosky, 2011). The distinction is between 
approaches that primarily ask how institutions can 
accommodate existing categories of difference and 
approaches that interrogate how those categories 
acquire meaning and authority in the first place. 
 
This frame of reference has relevance for music 
education. Existing Ghanaian scholarship has advanced 
important discussions of access, participation, and 
inclusion, yet there has been comparatively little 
exploration of how music education itself constructs 
musical ability, competence, embodiment, and 

aesthetic value. Disability studies offer a possible 
framework for pursuing such inquiries. Disability 
studies’ contribution lies in expanding the analytical 
possibilities for examining music education, disability, 
and musical life in Ghana. 
 
Why Disability Studies May Be Overlooked in 
Scholarship 
The small body of Ghanaian music education 
scholarship identified for this review engages disability 
primarily through practical concerns such as inclusion, 
teacher preparation, intervention, and musical 
participation rather than through disability studies 
perspectives. Of the studies identified in this area, 
Agbenyo (2022, 2025) examines teacher preparation 
and inclusive education within music teacher 
education at the Presbyterian College of Education, 
Akropong-Akuapem; Agbenyo and Sam (2021) 
consider the musical experiences and practices of 
visually impaired students at Akropong School for the 
Blind; and Adelere (2018) approaches music and 
disability through the lenses of intervention, inclusion, 
or musical participation. Taken together, this small 
body of scholarship shares a consistent orientation: 
disability is engaged as a matter of access, 
accommodation, or practice, not as a category 
subjected to critical or cultural analysis.  
 
This pattern in the Ghanaian literature is consistent 
with a broader critique developed outside Ghana. 
Longmore and Umansky (2001), writing about 
disability studies in the United States, argue that 
scholars have often neglected disability because they 
approach it “from a medical perspective” (p. 7), a 
framing they contend has “shaped modern 
policymaking, professional practice, and societal 
arrangements concerning people with disabilities” (p. 
7) in that context. Ware (2001), similarly writing about 
the U.S. context, suggests that silence surrounding 
disability in educational discourse can reflect the 
normalisation of unexamined cultural assumptions 
about ability and disability as a binary. Whether the 
same mechanism — a medical framing actively 
suppressing critical engagement — is what produces 
the pattern observed in Ghana has not been 
empirically tested; the Longmore and Umansky (2001) 
and Ware (2001) arguments are offered here as a 
plausible interpretive lens for the Ghanaian pattern, 
not as evidence drawn from the Ghanaian context 

https://journals.editononline.com/


 

105 

  
Journal url: https://journals.editononline.com/ 

Journal of Education and Learning 

itself. A parallel pattern has been documented in music 
education scholarship elsewhere: Dobbs (2012), 
analysing seventeen studies published in the Journal of 
Research in Music Education between 1990 and 2011, 
found that disability was largely understood through 
medical, functional, or deficit-based views, and 
Churchill and Laes (2020) argue that disability often 
remains invisible in mainstream music education 
discussions even where inclusion is presented as a 
central value. These findings, again, come from U.S. 
and international contexts and are cited here as points 
of comparison rather than as direct evidence about 
Ghana. 
 
A second possible interpretation derives from Linton’s 
(1998) observation that disability research has 
historically been concentrated in professional fields 
concerned with treatment, intervention, and support. 
The Ghanaian music education literature reviewed 
above similarly focuses on inclusion, teacher 
preparation, and practice-oriented concerns. While 
this evidence does not demonstrate that the same 
dynamic is operating in Ghana, it suggests a potentially 
useful lens through which to interpret the current 
shape of the literature. 
 
A third possible explanation concerns the relationship 
between formal legal recognition and lived 
institutional practice. Bérubé (1998), writing 
specifically about resistance to disability as a category 
central to U.S. civil rights law, suggests that “the 
resistance to disability studies is a piece with a larger 
and more insidious cultural form of resistance 
whereby nondisabled people find it difficult or 
undesirable to imagine that disability is central to civil 
rights legislation” (p. x). This is a claim about the U.S. 
legal and cultural context, and no Ghanaian study has 
tested whether an equivalent form of resistance 
operates in Ghanaian institutions generally, let alone in 
Ghanaian music education specifically; the connection 
drawn below is therefore offered as an analogy, not a 
documented parallel. With that caveat, Ghana’s own 
disability scholarship — outside music education — 
does document a comparable gap between formal 
recognition and lived reality. Ghanaian understandings 
and treatment of disability have been shaped by 
overlapping histories, including colonial-era 
rehabilitation policy (Grischow, 2011), religious and 

cultural frameworks, and contemporary institutional 
arrangements (Avoke, 2001; Naami et al., 2012).  
 
Although Ghana has established legal protections for 
persons with disabilities, scholarship in education, 
employment, and other areas of social life continues 
to document discrimination and structural barriers to 
participation (Naami, 2014; Ocran, 2019, 2022). It is 
important to note that this evidence base concerns 
disability broadly in Ghana; none of these studies 
examines music education specifically. Extending this 
pattern to music education, and to Bérubé's argument 
about resistance to disability as a critical category, is 
therefore a hypothesis this section proposes rather 
than a finding it reports. If the pattern does hold in 
music education, it would suggest that disability there, 
as elsewhere in Ghanaian institutional life, is shaped by 
broader dynamics of citizenship, participation, and 
power — but confirming this requires empirical 
research within music education itself, which does not 
yet exist. Among the studies identified for this review, 
a consistent pattern emerges: disability is engaged as 
a matter of access, accommodation, or practice rather 
than as a category subjected to critical or cultural 
analysis. The explanations proposed in this section 
should therefore be understood as theoretical 
interpretations rather than empirically verified causes.  
 
The Ghanaian Context: Curriculum, Assessment, and 
Musical Competence 
The Ghanaian Senior High School (SHS) curriculum’s 
treatment of musical literacy provides one concrete 
site at which issues of participation, embodiment, 
ability, and musicianship become visible. In its 
foundational music-literacy expectations, the 2023 
music curriculum identifies notation, durational values, 
scales, and solfège as foundational elements of music 
literacy and performance. Learners are expected to 
“identify and notate basic music symbols, including 
staff lines, clefs, and notes in different positions” 
(NaCCA, 2023, pp. 34 –35). The curriculum further 
describes an activity in which learners listen to musical 
excerpts while “following along with sheet music to 
analyze clefs, note values and positions on the staff” 
(NaCCA, 2023, pp. 34 –35). The concern is what 
happens when notation becomes the main measure of 
musicianship. From a disability studies perspective, 
reading and writing notation depends on specific 
visual, auditory, and motor skills. This highlights the 
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need to consider whether the curriculum clearly 
distinguishes musical understanding from the 
particular ways students are expected to demonstrate 
it. 
 
Assessment, Performance, and the Musical Body 
The 2023 SHS music curriculum makes musical 
competence explicit in its assessment expectations for 
ensemble performance. Evidently, learners are 
expected to demonstrate the ability to perform while 
maintaining: “accurate intonation, steady tempo, 
rhythmic accuracy, appropriately-produced sound 
(timbre), clear diction, and correct posture” and to 
observe: “all expressive marks on a score for pieces 
assigned for the level” (NaCCA, 2023, pp. 76 –77). 
These expectations are supplemented by a more 
detailed account of what the curriculum identifies as 
“the five core musicianship skills”: “expression 
(including dynamics, tempo, posture, embouchure and 
phrasing), notation, rhythm, tonality, and creativity” 
(NaCCA, 2023, p. 76). The curriculum subsequently 
identifies elements of technique development that 
include: “Dexterity,” “Speed,” “Tone quality,” and 
“Blending” (NaCCA, 2023, p. 76). 
 
These expectations reveal that music competence is 
demonstrated through coordinated sensory, auditory, 
visual, vocal, and motor performances. Learners are 
expected to hear particular musical relationships, 
maintain temporal precision, produce appropriate 
tone quality, read visual information from notation, 
and execute technical movements using their bodies. 
Disability studies invites music educators to examine 
the assumptions embedded within these expectations. 
The issue is what conception of the musical body 
becomes normalised when such capacities function as 
primary indicators of competence. This concern 
becomes critical when the curriculum states that 
“music education develops fine motor skills through 
practical engagement with instruments and 
performance” (NaCCA, 2023, p. 23). One may argue 
that bodily development is part of what music 
education itself seeks to cultivate. The disability 
studies intervention is to ask whether differences in 
movement, sensory processing, communication, or 
motor coordination should necessarily be interpreted 
as limitations in musical ability. Put differently, the 
concern lies in understanding how particular bodily 

performances came to be constructed as recognisable 
evidence of musicianship. 
 
Inclusion, UDL, and the Limits of Accommodation 
The 2023 music curriculum makes a commitment to 
inclusion, which complicates any argument that simply 
characterises Ghanaian music education as ableist. The 
curriculum integrates Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) to promote adaptable learning environments 
that address learners' varying abilities, needs, and 
preferences (NaCCA, 2023, p. 15). The curriculum also 
identifies physical disabilities among the issues 
relevant to music education and encourages 
differentiated participation. It further calls for 
“multiple means of engagement, representation, and 
action and expression” and instructs teachers to 
provide learners with options for how they 
demonstrate their learning. This means that the 
contemporary Ghanaian curriculum recognises learner 
differences and rejects the assumption that a single 
pedagogical route should be used for all learners. The 
curriculum also explicitly identifies “physical 
disabilities” among the environmental, sociocultural, 
physiological, and psychological issues relevant to 
music education (NaCCA, 2023, p. 20). The curriculum’s 
ensemble guidance similarly instructs teachers to 
ensure that all learners are involved in group 
performance and recommends: “Offering vocal, 
instrumental, and rhythmic parts suited to all learners’ 
abilities” as well as rotating roles such as lead singer, 
conductor, and instrumental leader among learners 
(NaCCA, 2023, pp. 116 –117). These provisions 
demonstrate a clear institutional commitment to 
expanding participation.  
 
This essay distinguishes accommodation and 
transformation. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 
can improve access by giving students different ways 
to engage with learning, but greater access may not 
necessarily challenge the assumptions built into 
curriculum content, assessment, or ideas of 
competence. This worry is reflected in some Ghanaian 
disability scholarship. For example, research in Ghana 
shows that policies supporting inclusive education do 
not always lead to meaningful participation for 
students with disabilities (Gyimah et al., 2025). In 
music education, Agbenyo (2025) also notes ongoing 
challenges in preparing teachers for inclusive 
classrooms. These studies suggest that inclusion 
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involves more than creating alternative ways to access 
the curriculum. It becomes important to note whether 
such changes also reshape how musical competence is 
defined and valued, or simply allow students with 
disabilities to fit into existing ideas of legitimate 
musical knowledge. 
 
From Inclusion to the Question of the Standard 
The Ghanaian music curriculum presents a more 
complex picture than simple inclusion or exclusion. 
While it promotes inclusion through UDL and support 
for different abilities, it also defines musical 
competence through specific skills such as notation, 
score reading, rhythmic accuracy, posture, and tone 
quality. This invites closer examination of the extent to 
which these standards reflect universal measures of 
musicianship or culturally and historically constructed 
notions of musical competence. This concern also 
connects to broader debates in Ghanaian music 
education about the continued dominance of Western 
musical knowledge and the need to value Ghanaian 
and African musical practices (Flolu,1994) 
 
Disability studies add a related but distinct eye view to 
these debates. While decolonial and postcolonial 
scholars ask whose musical knowledge is valued, 
disability studies asks whose bodies are assumed to fit 
accepted ideas of musicianship. A curriculum may 
include Ghanaian musical traditions while still 
assuming particular ways of hearing, seeing, moving, 
reading, or performing. Likewise, the curriculum may 
accommodate disabled learners without interrogating 
the standards that define musical competence. The 
Ghanaian context highlights how issues of culture, 
inclusion, assessment, teacher preparation, and ability 
intersect. The deeper issue is how assumptions about 
the ideal music learner produce the need for inclusion 
in the first place. From this slant, the goal is to critically 
examine existing standards of musical competence 
and consider how different ways of being and making 
music might broaden what counts as musicianship. 
 
The Role of the Academy: Claiming Disability Studies 
in Ghanaian Music Education 
Existing Ghanaian disability scholarship provides 
suggestive evidence that disability occupies a marginal 
position. Historically, disability policy was shaped in 
part through rehabilitation and welfare frameworks 
that positioned disabled people in relation to their 

capacity to become productive workers and 
contributors to national development (Grischow, 
2011). Naami et al. (2012) document significant 
employment barriers faced by disabled Ghanaian 
women, while Ocran (2019) identifies persistent 
disability stigma and structural discrimination across 
multiple areas of social life. Research on mobility 
disability further demonstrates that inaccessible 
transportation and built environments constrain 
disabled people's social participation in Accra (Naami 
& Mfoafo-M'Carthy, 2025). Taken together, this 
scholarship suggests that disability is not simply an 
individual condition addressed through rehabilitation 
or accommodation; it is also associated with broader 
patterns of exclusion that shape access to 
employment, public space, social participation, 
citizenship, and institutional life. 
 
In this regard, Linton’s (1998) discussion of disability 
studies offers a useful starting point. Writing primarily 
about the U.S. academy, Linton argues that advocates 
of disability studies must demonstrate that disabled 
people occupy subordinate positions in important 
social and economic domains and that their histories 
and contributions have often been neglected or 
erased. The Ghanaian literature reviewed above 
provides sufficient evidence to suggest that similar 
issues deserve investigation in the Ghanaian context. 
More importantly, the relevance of Linton’s work for 
Ghanaian music education lies in the critical lens 
disability studies brings to knowledge production, 
representation, participation, and institutional power. 
Although no Ghanaian music education study has yet 
examined disability through an explicit disability 
studies framework, the field has already demonstrated 
a willingness to interrogate broader issues of culture, 
curriculum, identity, and knowledge. Disability studies 
therefore extends these existing critical conversations 
by drawing attention to how disability is constructed, 
understood, and negotiated within music education. 
 
In her chapter Divided Curriculum, Linton (1998) 
identifies three areas requiring examination: the 
nature of inquiry into disability, the structure of the 
curriculum and its role in organising information and 
representing versions of the world, and the content of 
the curriculum. This essay focuses on the first, the 
nature of inquiry into disability. Linton asks scholars to 
consider how disability becomes an object of academic 
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inquiry. How has the absence of disabled people from 
academic positions shaped research agendas? How do 
the structure and focus of research reproduce ableist 
understandings of disability? What questions get asked 
about disability, from what assumptions, and within 
which intellectual traditions? 
 
These questions matter because the intellectual 
traditions through which disability is studied shape the 
kinds of knowledge that can be produced about it. 
When medical, rehabilitative, or special-education 
frameworks dominate, inquiry tends to concentrate 
on diagnosis, treatment, accommodation, and 
intervention. This is not to suggest that such 
frameworks are incapable of critical engagement. 
Rather, the concern is that their institutional 
prominence has, in practice, left other questions 
comparatively unexplored. Linton instead calls for 
approaches that treat disability as a cultural, social, 
political, and intellectual phenomenon rather than 
confining inquiry to the management of impairment. 
Goodley (2014) similarly positions disability studies as a 
critical field concerned with the cultural and political 
production of disability and with the normative 
assumptions through which disability is understood. 
 
This shift involves more than simply adding disability 
to existing research agendas. It asks what disability 
might make visible about the fields that study it. 
Garland-Thomson (2002) conceptualises disability as a 
critical lens through which scholars can examine 
cultural assumptions and structures that might 
otherwise remain unexamined. Linton (1998) makes a 
related argument about the humanities and arts, 
observing that disability has rarely served as a vantage 
point for uncovering “hidden themes, images, 
metaphors, and problematic elements” within 
disciplinary traditions (p. 110). The question thus shifts 
from what institutions should do for disabled people 
to what disability might reveal about the institutions 
themselves, including assumptions concerning 
normalcy, ability, embodiment, participation, pleasure, 
and value. 
 
Dolmage (2017) argues that academic institutions are 
structured around assumptions about normative 
bodies, capacities, and forms of participation, 
extending Linton’s concern that disability inquiry 
should attend both to the representation of disability 

within academic knowledge and to the institutional 
arrangements through which that knowledge is 
produced and authorised. Baglieri et al. (2011) argue 
that educational practices actively produce ideas of 
normalcy by organising schooling around assumptions 
about the typical or average student, while Whitburn 
(2017) cautions against reducing inclusive education to 
technical solutions for the problem of disability and 
instead advocates examining the normative discourses 
through which inclusion and disability are understood. 
 
These interventions matter for music education 
because inclusion alone may not require educators to 
interrogate the assumptions about ability that 
organise musical participation. As already noted, 
Dobbs’s (2012) analysis of disability discourse in the 
Journal of Research in Music Education found a medical 
or deficit model prevailing across the studies 
reviewed, while Churchill and Laes (2020) argue that 
disability often remains invisible within music 
education discourse even where inclusion is presented 
as a central value. Both point toward the same 
conclusion: that music education, like education more 
broadly, stands to benefit from moving beyond deficit- 
and intervention-based approaches to disability. 
 
The role of music educators carries particular 
significance here. Music education is concerned with 
the transmission of musical skills and knowledge 
(Elliott & Silverman, 2015), the construction of musical 
identity (Campbell, 2002; Hargreaves et al., 2018; 
Wanjala & Kebaya, 2016), aesthetic experience 
(Gaston, 1963; Panaiotidi, 2003), and knowledge 
production (Burnard, 2016; Elliott, 1991). Each of these 
discourses rests on assumptions that disability can 
bring into question: Who is imagined as a musical 
participant? What forms of embodiment are valued or 
taken for granted? What counts as musical knowledge 
and competence? Which forms of musical participation 
are recognised as legitimate? Whose musical 
experiences and capacities remain less visible? These 
questions make music education a productive site for 
disability inquiry. 
 
Ghanaian music education scholarship already asks 
comparable questions about knowledge, culture, 
curriculum, and identity. Akrofi and Flolu (2007) trace 
how colonial legacies were imposed upon an already 
musically vibrant Ghanaian context, producing 
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tensions that continue to shape curriculum debates. 
Otchere (2015) documents the marginalisation of 
African music-making within university music curricula 
despite longstanding calls to centre indigenous 
musical knowledge (Flolu & Amuah, 2003). This body 
of work shows that Ghanaian music education is 
already equipped to interrogate whose knowledge 
counts, whose traditions are centred, and whose are 
pushed to the margins. What has been largely absent 
from these conversations is disability as a critical 
category through which issues of exclusion, 
representation, participation, and power might also be 
examined. 
 
Disability studies can therefore enter an existing 
critical tradition rather than stand apart from it as a 
specialised concern. The relevance of this project to 
Ghana rests on the observation that Ghanaian 
disability scholarship has already documented 
enduring concerns related to exclusion, 
representation, participation, and power. Disability 
studies provide a framework for examining how these 
concerns are manifested, negotiated, and reproduced 
within music education. If disability functions as a 
critical perspective within the humanities and arts 
(Garland-Thomson, 2002; Linton, 1998), it can likewise 
examine the assumptions through which Ghanaian 
music educators organise musical knowledge, ability, 
participation, embodiment, and value. 
 
Two questions follow: How can music education 
include disabled students? And what might disability 
ask music educators to reconsider about the field 
itself? The first concerns inclusion; the second opens a 
broader inquiry into the epistemological, cultural, and 
institutional assumptions that shape music education. 
This essay foregrounds the second. This is where the 
value of claiming disability studies in Ghanaian music 
education lies: expanding access and providing a 
critical direction through which educators can examine 
the assumptions underlying their own practices. 
 
What Might Disability Studies Invite Ghanaian Music 
Educators to Reconsider? 
One possible contribution of disability studies to 
Ghanaian music education might be to encourage a 
more critical examination of the concept of ability 
itself. Music can be experienced and understood 
through multiple forms of embodied engagement, as 

perception, bodily movement, action, and interaction 
with the musical environment contribute to the 
formation of musical meaning (Godøy & Leman, 2010; 
Leman, 2008). Music education has historically 
privileged conceptions of musical ability, talent, skill, 
and performance as measures of musical competence 
and achievement, often establishing normative 
hierarchies of who is recognised as musically capable 
(Jaap & Patrick, 2015; Laes & Westerlund, 2018; Lubet, 
2009). As Straus (2006) suggests, the history of 
disability provides an important site for examining the 
emergence of concepts such as normal and abnormal. 
Davis (1995) similarly argues that normalcy is a 
historically constructed standard against which 
difference is measured and organised. Garland-
Thomson’s (1997) concept of the normate further 
describes the unmarked identity position against 
which disabled bodies and other forms of embodied 
difference are rendered different. Siebers (2008) 
describes the broader logic underlying such 
categorisation as an “ideology of ability,” an often-
unrecognised preference for able-bodiedness that 
establishes a particular configuration of body and 
mind as the measure of human capacity (p. 273). 
 
Bringing these ideas into music education highlights 
the need to examine how musical ability is defined. 
Activities such as singing, dancing, playing 
instruments, and sight-reading rely on different 
sensory, cognitive, and physical skills. The issue, from a 
disability studies viewpoint, is what happens when one 
set of abilities becomes the standard measure of 
musicianship, and other ways of being musical are 
viewed as lacking. When curricula define what 
students should know and do, what abilities are 
assumed to be normal or expected? What forms of 
hearing, seeing, moving, remembering, and 
performing are taken for granted in assessment? And 
when musical excellence is celebrated, are different 
ways of making music recognised as equally valid, or 
only accommodated within existing standards? 
 
For Ghanaian music education, this line of inquiry 
connects to work already underway in the field. Much 
of the field’s engagement with musical knowledge has 
appropriately asked whose music is taught, whose 
musical traditions are valued, and whose knowledge is 
marginalised. Disability studies extend this critical 
inquiry to the body by examining whose body is 
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imagined when music is taught and learned. Disability 
studies invite Ghanaian music educators to consider 
what kinds of bodies and capacities are presumed 
capable of making music, alongside the longstanding 
concern of which musical traditions are regarded as 
worthy of teaching. In this sense, disability studies can 
contribute to expanding the field’s understanding of 
what music-making is, who can make music, and the 
different ways in which music-making can be done. 
 
Disability Aesthetics and Possibilities for Musical 
Excellence 
Disability studies offer another possible entry point 
into music education through the concept of disability 
aesthetics. Before applying this concept, it is worth 
distinguishing disability studies from two related but 
different ideas with which it may easily be confused. 
Disability representation concerns how disability is 
portrayed within artistic and cultural works, including 
questions of visibility, authenticity, narrative framing, 
and the reproduction or disruption of stereotypes 
(Garland-Thomson, 2005; Snyder & Mitchell, 2001). By 
contrast, inclusive aesthetics, particularly in arts 
education and accessibility scholarship, focuses on 
ensuring that disabled people can access and 
participate in artistic experiences and cultural 
institutions through accommodations, universal 
design, and other access-oriented practices (Reviers & 
Hanoulle, 2023; Grabowski et al., 2024). 
 
While both concepts are important, neither directly 
addresses the central claim of disability aesthetics: 
that disability can reshape aesthetic values themselves 
and generate alternative understandings of beauty, 
embodiment, artistic excellence, and creative practice 
(Siebers, 2010). Siebers (2010) argues that disability is a 
factor that has actively shaped the formal properties 
long prized in art — irregularity, asymmetry, 
disruption of expected form — and that consequently 
structures aesthetic judgment itself, including 
judgments about what counts as beautiful, skilled, or 
excellent. On this account, disability is implicated in 
the very criteria by which beauty, harmony, and skill 
are judged (Harris, 2019; Siebers, 2010). 
 
Disability can be understood as an aesthetic 
phenomenon in this sense because bodily, cognitive, 
and linguistic differences are encountered not only as 
social and cultural differences but also through the 

ways bodies and minds appear, are represented, and 
are experienced (Edvardsen & Gjærum, 2021). Artistic 
practices can consequently reproduce cultural 
understandings of disability while also creating spaces 
in which those understandings can be challenged and 
reimagined (Edvardsen & Gjærum, 2021). Disability 
aesthetics, therefore, asks scholars to reconsider the 
aesthetic norms by which bodies, forms, and 
expressions are judged. As Siebers (2010) argues, and 
as Kim et al. (2021) extend in their work on Siebers’s 
legacy, disability is not simply an object of artistic 
representation; it is also integral to the formation of 
aesthetic judgments and can challenge conventional 
understandings of beauty, harmony, and bodily 
integrity. 
 
For music education, disability aesthetics may open an 
important line of inquiry given that disability has itself 
been represented and theorised within musical 
practices and histories (Howe et al., 2016). Cultural 
conventions associated with music-making, 
particularly Western concert music, can operate as 
powerful enforcers of conformity, privileging 
uniformity and penalising divergence (Howe et al., 
2016). Disability aesthetics thus challenges music 
educators to probe whether established ideals of 
musical performance and excellence necessarily 
represent neutral aesthetic standards or privilege 
particular ways of sensing, moving, communicating, 
and performing. As Howe et al. (2016) opine, disability 
provides an important standpoint for examining the 
embodied nature of music-making, the ways different 
bodies and minds perform music, and the ways music 
itself can construct and contest understandings of the 
body. 
 
This essay does not argue that disability aesthetics 
offers a universal explanation of Ghanaian music-
making or that disability automatically creates new or 
better forms of musical knowledge. Instead, disability 
aesthetics provides a way of dismantling common 
ideas about musical aesthetics, excellence, and value 
as natural and universal as they often seem. For 
Ghanaian music education, this essay opens an 
important but largely unexplored conversation about 
who defines musical excellence, what kinds of bodies 
are assumed in those definitions, and what new 
possibilities might emerge when those assumptions 
are challenged. This essay also highlights the 
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possibility that the communal and participatory nature 
of many Ghanaian musical traditions, where musical 
roles are shared across a group rather than centred on 
a single expert performer, may offer alternative 
understandings of musical ability and excellence. This 
possibility, however, remains an area for future 
research. 
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Conclusion: This essay began with an observation: 
disability studies has received limited, fragmented, and 
predominantly applied attention within Ghanaian 
music education scholarship to date. This is not an 
argument that this pattern reflects a deficiency in 
existing scholarship, nor that disability studies offers 
Ghanaian music education a framework it currently 
lacks. What the essay has tried to show is narrower 
and, it is hoped, more useful: that Linton’s (1998) 
reclaiming of disability as a humanities category, 
Davis’s (1995) and Garland-Thomson’s (1997) accounts 
of normalcy, and Siebers’s (2010) Disability studies and 
disability aesthetics together offer opinions that 
Ghanaian music education scholarship has not yet 
needed to consider. Whether these standpoints are 
useful in a Ghanaian context, and in what revised form, 
is not something this essay can settle from the 
outside. That is precisely the difficulty raised in the 
preceding section: any use of Euro-American disability 
studies risks becoming another import, another lens 
brought from elsewhere and applied. That difficulty 
does mean the inquiry cannot end here, with a single 
essay proposing what disability studies might offer. It 
can only end with an invitation — to Ghanaian music 
education scholars, disabled and nondisabled, to 
determine for themselves what, if anything, in this 
conversation is worth keeping, and with a concrete 
research agenda for testing it. 
 
Recommendations: The preceding discussion has 
argued that disability studies can open new lines of 
inquiry in Ghanaian music education by drawing 
attention to assumptions about musical ability, 
embodiment, participation, and value. Building on this 
argument, several areas warrant further investigation. 
First, research could examine how disability is 
represented, if at all, within Ghanaian music curricula, 
policy documents, and assessment frameworks. Such 
studies might explore how musical ability is defined, 
what forms of participation are valued, and whether 

existing assessment practices privilege particular 
bodies, capacities, or modes of musical engagement.  
 
Second, researchers could investigate how music 
teachers, student teachers, and teacher educators 
understand disability in practice. While existing studies 
have addressed inclusion and teacher preparation, less 
is known about how educators conceptualise musical 
ability, difference, competence, and participation, or 
how these assumptions influence pedagogical 
decision-making. Third, there is a need for studies that 
foreground the experiences and perspectives of 
disabled musicians, music students, and community 
music participants in Ghana. Such work could provide 
insight into how disabled people navigate musical 
spaces and how they understand music-making, 
learning, creativity, and participation within their own 
cultural contexts. Fourth, future research should 
explore how disability is understood within Ghanaian 
cultural, religious, and musical traditions. Concepts 
and frameworks developed within Euro-American 
disability studies may not fully capture local 
understandings of the body, personhood, difference, 
and social participation. Research in this area could 
contribute not only to Ghanaian music education but 
also to broader efforts to diversify disability studies 
scholarship.  
 
Finally, comparative and theoretical studies could 
examine how disability intersects with Ghanaian music 
education research, including curriculum, identity, 
indigeneity, coloniality, and knowledge production. 
Such work would build on existing scholarship that 
interrogates whose knowledge is centred, whose 
experiences are valued, and which musical practices 
are legitimised within educational settings. These 
directions are not intended to prescribe a single 
research agenda for the field. Rather, they suggest 
ways in which disability might become part of ongoing 
conversations about culture, knowledge, and 
educational practice in Ghanaian music education. At 
the same time, any engagement with disability studies 
must remain attentive to critiques from the Global 
South (Grech, 2011; Meekosha & Soldatic, 2011), which 
caution against uncritically applying theories 
developed in Euro-American contexts. The challenge, 
therefore, is to place disability in dialogue with 
Ghanaian histories, cultures, and musical practices so 
that new inquiry and insights can emerge. 
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