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Abstract 

 
Disability affects people in many different ways such as physical, sensory, cognitive and many more. The different perception 
of disability impact and influence the way it should be addressed, particularly with regard to what they do need and what they 
do not need in order for them to function to their fullest level in any endeavour. Visually impaired people are usually perceived 
as vulnerable people who are permanently dependant on others, and are unable to make appropriate choices. Hence they are 
seen as unable to participate as worthy citizen in the scheme of things in the society at large. This group of disabled people 
often suffer from prejudice, social isolation and discrimination. Against this backdrop, this paper accentuates that being visually 
impaired does not mean that the person is disabled to the point of not being able to care and fend for self. Towards this end, 
the paper vehemently argues that the environment and the infrastructure where they live and function just need to be structured 
to become user friendly in order to accommodate them. With the necessary infrastructure and conducive environment in place, 
the visually impaired would also function perfectly like their able counterparts whether at home, work and more importantly at 
schools including tertiary institutions. Pursuant to this, restructuring becomes important to accommodate and serve visually 
impaired students at historically black University where, by virtue of history, they have been denied, deprived and 
disadvantaged in all aspects of post-secondary school education in South Africa.  
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1. Introduction 
 
In South Africa, education is regarded as human right, therefore students with visually impairment should exercise this 
right without any discrimination (Rieser, 2012). Government together with higher learning institutions (universities) should 
see to it that learning conditions are improved to get rid of all barriers to the disabled. Various barriers that might be 
encountered by students with visual impairment may hinder their full effective participation in learning and teaching and in 
the society on equal basis with other students. It is important to create an accessible and inclusive environment, 
programmes, communication and all other services in accordance with the capabilities of all students. This calls for 
inclusive education (Naicker, 2005). 

Inclusive education connotes that all learners have to be catered for based on their needs. Recognising the 
importance of this, in 2001, the Department of Works in South Africa published a Guideline on Standard Electrical, 
Mechanical and Architectural Guideline for the Design of Accessible Buildings (facilities for disabled persons) (DPWSG, 
2001). This guideline prescribed succinctly the design and standard expected in all buildings to take care of disabled 
persons. As part of the rights of disabled people, these standards are expected to be provided and met as part of an 
inclusive education, where the structure and architectural designs of the university environment will make this realisable. 
However, this can only be achieved if the people who are at the helm of the management affairs implement the 
guidelines.  

Students with visual impairments remain one of the main groups being widely excluded and recognised as one of 
the least visible and most potent factors in educational marginalisation. In order for the needs of visual impaired students 
to be realised, universities need to provide support services. For example disability unit and employed professional staff 
who have knowledge of appropriate and alternative approaches, means and formats of communication, educational 
procedures and materials to support students with visual impairments.  

These days, the issues of concern and how to make life more comfortable for visually impaired people are being 
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discussed in national and international forum. One of the key issues is how to ensure that they are able to navigate 
spaces like their able counterpart with little or no barriers. Against this backdrop , making infrastructural amenities more 
accessible and user friendly to meet the standard of the visually impaired people in the society and wherever they might 
be become very important considering that they also enjoy the same right as others do. The South African Constitution 
aptly provides for right to education for everyone, visually impaired people inclusive and as such, they are entitled to 
enjoy the right without any limitation. Undoubtedly, if the infrastructure and teaching facilities at a university do not comply 
with the standard and the needs of the visually impaired people, barriers will be created, thus denying them the right to 
access to adequate education. The purposes of the guidelines are to set the acceptable international standards for 
amenities in any built environment, including universities that will conform to, and meet the needs of people with disability 
thereby fostering smooth movements and accessibility of any structure or area. While some universities, because of their 
vintage positions, have incorporated most of these standards into the structures s majority of the Historically Universities 
in South Africa have not. However, in view of the fact that a lot of black visually impaired people are now seeking and 
gaining admissions to the universities, there is need to upgrade the infrastructural amenities in the universities to the 
standard stipulated in the guidelines in order to cater for all students’ need, especially the disabled. (Arnold, 2009). This 
will give the visually impaired people the opportunity to enjoy the right to education as envisaged in the Constitution.  

The means of communication and information to the visually impaired is another major problem in the higher 
institutions. This is because most institutions do not have books available in braille and large prints.  

Positive attitude will help propels the agenda for visually impaired people to a success story. It is now common 
knowledge that education is the single most important means to social class transformation for both individuals and 
communities globally (Baglieri and Shapiro, 2012). Therefore, visually impaired students should not be marginalized in 
the right of access to education as it is a life line for self-realization (Maret, 2008).  

This paper will look into the need for government, together with higher learning institutions to make sure that 
learning conditions and infrastructure are better improved to accommodate the needs of visually impaired students 
(Adams and Brown, 2006). It will also look into the level of education and technical skills that are provided to the visually 
impaired students towards their contribution to equal responsibility and participation in the society.  
 
2. Methodology 
 
The method for this study was descriptive approach based on yearly assessments of the needs of virtually impaired 
students during admission processes, and during the course of pursuing their academic careers at the university 
(Brinckerhoff and Shaw, 1992). The Orientation and mobility Instructor (O&M) visited, identified the problems areas and 
confirmed them. Thereafter, areas commonly used and not used by students with disabilities and the entire university 
community as a whole and its surrounding were assessed, evaluated and audited on a regular basis..  

The reports of the findings were duly compiled and sent to the overall head and the director of the unit and 
thereafter submitted to the Committee for Persons with Disabilities for due deliberation and consideration for approval 
and action. The approval given will be submitted to the Technical Services Department for execution. It is the Technical 
Services Department responsibility, in collaboration with the Disable Students Units to ensure that the right and standard 
restructuring is done.  

 
3. Understanding Visual Impairments 
 
Visually impaired students are those that are blind (Wolffe et al. 2002). It could be partial or total blindness (Lieberman, 
2002). Visual impairment occurs due to inability of the eye to receive light (WHO, 1980). It can be caused by an injury to 
the eye or a neural injury in the visual system which cannot be fixed or repaired by glasses or regular optic aids (Zihl, 
2010). Visual impairment is considered as a huge constraint because it limits the individual’s ability to recognize or see 
details in a sharp and accurate way from a defined distance (Paterson and Zangwill, 2000). 

It is pertinent to draw a distinction between disability and impairment. Visual impairment is the physical fact of lack 
of vision (WHO, 2007). According to Oliver (1996), “disability is the social process in which the impairment cause 
negative implications to the individual due to barriers to access” ( Oliver, 1996). For an example, in a learning institution, 
one will note that blind students have impairments that limit vision, but this does not mean that they are disabled unless 
their learning materials are not accessible to them to function and move around. It is also to be noted that a visual 
impaired student will be able to walk around without assistance if he or she is using the cane with which he or she has 
been trained to move around with. This will give the visual impaired student access to every part of the university 
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environment and the surrounding that has been designed to cater for all students’ needs (Tzovaras et al. 2004). With the 
wherewithal, visual impaired students will be able to function as other students. (Chiat, 2001). The visual impaired only 
become disable when the wherewithal they will use to function are not accessible or provided.  
 
4. Motivation for the Study 
 
The key motivation for this study is to explain the importance of ensuring that structures and the environment are tailored 
to the needs of the students who are visually impaired. This is to enable them get the necessary support they need at the 
university to be able to cope and thrive like their mainstream counterparts (Bayram, 2014). It is also to accentuate on the 
enhancement of infrastructure to cater for all students regardless of their disabilities in order to deliver and improve 
teaching and active learning and produce excellent graduates. (Grace and Gravestock, 2008). The overall benefits of this 
is that, the drop out and dependency by students with visually impairment will decrease, and the number of enrolment will 
increase tremendously if the environment is accessible for all (Almog, 2011). More importantly, by restructuring to meet 
the needs of the visually impaired, the university will be fulfilling the constitutional mandates which prescribes that 
everyone has the right of access to education and that no one should be discriminated for whatever reason (Basser and 
Jones, 2011). To this end, the university community as a whole and its surrounding will also benefit from the restructuring 
that does not discriminate against anybody (Glazer, 1975). The facilities will also be useful to the community in case any 
venue is hired for an event, it will be seen that the facilities will cater for all that will come including the virtually impaired.  
 
5. The Significance of Restructuring 
 
It is important for the university to reflect the socio-cultural diversities of all the learners in whatever decisions are taken 
(Barajas and Owen, 2000). The need to create a conducive learning environment that will foster academic excellence 
becomes imperative when all the students are catered for without discrimination (Foster, 2005). It is also equally 
imperative for the university to be sensitive and able to discover areas that need to be improved on in order to provide 
equal opportune for all. This is the reason why one of the previously disadvantaged universities in South Africa has taken 
up the challenge to provide inclusive education for all, by ensuring that all the infrastructures and the environment 
students operate meet the needs of all including the visually impaired (Tjabane, 2010). The infrastructures are being 
redesigned and restructured in such a way that university community, including the visually impaired can be able to 
access services in the context of their daily routine. 
 
6. Thinking Out of the Box: The Conversation that Started the Need to Restructure 
 
Humans have different needs whether able or disabled. In an attempt to provide for these needs, there is the need to 
have the right mind and attitude (Bickenbach et al. 1999). With regard to the issues of disability, there is need to be 
sensitive to their plights before making any attempt to provide assistance that will meet their needs (Smith et al. 1995). It 
is important, while trying to provide assistance to the disabled, to have expertise and skilful people or organisation to 
provide the necessary and standard recommendation and execution of what needs to be done. , (Campbell and Oliver, 
2013).  

The key resource person to handle the issues and challenges of visually impaired students is the professionals’ 
O&M instructor (Phunong-ong, 2013). The expertise and skill of the O&M are very important, especially in providing 
useful and meaningful professional advices to the university and the management (Sullivan, 2006). In a situation where 
the infrastructures of the university are not in conformity with the standard required to take care of the virtually impaired, 
the O&M will have to think out of the box and advice the line managers and the management of the university on what to 
do to provide these facilities to cater for the needs of the visual impaired ( Picard and Pry, 2009). More importantly, the 
Disability unit at the University under which the O&M functions usually aims to remove barriers preventing students with 
disabilities from thriving and participating equally like their able counterparts (Cooke, 2010). It is easier to engage with 
different stake holders through the disability unit via the overall head of the unit in conjunction with other staff members to 
present proposals that will ease the plights of the visually impaired (Adams and Brown, 2006). To forge ahead, it requires 
environmental assessment study and survey prior to the commencement of what needs to be done in order to have 
restructured, improved and standard infrastructures that will make the life of the visually impaired easier in a learning 
environment (Mittler, 2012). More importantly, the report confirming the findings that suggested infrastructure changes 
should be handed over directly to the Committee for Persons with Disabilities. It is after extensive deliberations and 
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consultation which will culminate to the Committee’s approval that the report can be submitted to Technical Services 
Department for study and action.  

 
7. The Role of O&M Practitioner  
 
O&M is the basic part in the comprehensive delivery of services to people with visual impairments. The O&M can be in 
the schools, universities or rehabilitation settings (Heubner, 1995). Even though the core function of an Orientation and 
mobility instructor is to teach formal orientation and mobility skills to students with visual impairments, there is also the 
need for the instructor to assess the conduciveness of the environment for the visually impaired (Gilson and Dymond, 
2011). The orientation and mobility will have little impact on students with visual impairments if the director of the Unit and 
committee for Persons with disabilities are not involved in the process (Mason and McCal, 2013). In addition the O&M 
instructor should work cooperatively with the director of the disability unit and the university in developing realistic 
solutions to the plights of the visually impaired students in the university environment and its surrounding community ( 
Lieberman and Houston-Wilson, 2009). The reason for this is to cater for the needs and wellbeing of the visually impaired 
and other disabled persons at the university by ensuring that at the university, the available infrastructure should be able 
to, to a large extent, accommodated all students equally (Githinji, 2013).  

The university should endeavour to create conditions which will help motivate and inspire students on constructive 
and creative learning (Powell, 2007). The Orientation and Mobility should also have the freedom to innovate and devise 
appropriate methods of communication and activities relevant to the concerns, needs and of students with visual 
impairments (Hersh and Johnson, 2010).  

The infrastructure should be restructured in such a way that the university community can be accessed easily and 
safely in context of the impaired daily routine, recreational activities and so forth. When we speak of visual impairments, 
safety should be the priority (Prince, 2008).  
 
7.1 Disability awareness at the university community 
 
Disability awareness plays a vital role in any environment. It is one of the aspects that are most visible to the university 
community and management ( Albrecht and Devlieger, 1999). The use of disability awareness frequently carried out by 
the O&M on campus to the members of the university community has been a major contributing factor in bridging the 
divides (Moon et al. 2012). The university now understands what inclusive education is, and has accepted the 
restructuring. Previous negative misconceptions and perceptions about disability, especially visually impaired have 
drastically reduced ( Baglieri and Shapiro, 2012).  
 
7.2 Restructuring to meet the visual impaired needs 
 
Infrastructures and facilities that are not accessible and easy to use by all students, especially the visually impaired 
should be restructured. Existing buildings that are not accessible should be restructured so that they accommodate 
students with visual impairment For example, audible device should be provided in areas where lifts are, and land marks 
for each floor should be unique in such a way that it will be easy to differentiate. (Klinger, 2014). All stairs in the buildings 
should be marked. Appropriate lightings available in corridors, lecture halls and library should be available to 
accommodate the partially sighted. Seating arrangements in lecture halls should be considered, for example, visually 
impaired should be given liberty to sit at the front. 
 
7.3 The benefits of restructuring 
 
Other universities especially those without Disability Units can benchmark and improve the accessibilities of their 
environment so that they accommodate, without discriminations, the needs of all students. Universities should l be able to 
properly provide support services and address the barriers experienced by students with visual impairments.  
 
8. Restructuring to Conform to Standard 
 
To restructure to meet the visually impaired needs, one of the professionals to be included in the planning and execution 
team should be the O&M instructor (Bailey and Head, 1995). The skills and the knowledge of O&M instructor are to 
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assess visually impaired students and environment in such a way that will assist and determine the nature and the extent 
of services needed by them (Andersen et al. 2003). Also the O&M assist to impart knowledge and skills to the visually 
impaired and other professionals in the university community (Scheiman et al. 2007). 

The O&M also has a duty to observe and point out defects in structures and amenities on campus such as flight of 
stairs on campus that are not marked and that pose a great danger to partially sighted students (Spungin et al. 2002). 
Lighting in lecture halls and corridors is also a challenge. The means and format of communication is also an issue. Most 
students complain about voices of lecturers not being audible enough, the writing on the board not bold enough and the 
fact that the lecturers never read aloud or repeat what they have said or written is a great challenge to students with 
visual impairment. It is important to reiterate that being visually impaired at the university environment is a challenge; 
hand outs from class are always on print. The notices on campus are not brailed or enlarged to accommodate visually 
impaired students. Thus, they always have to work harder than the able bodied counterparts to achieve good results. 
Furthermore, even though some lifts have audible devices sometimes, it takes a while to fix them when they are out of 
order. Digging holes, cutting branches and not having cars parked at the parking lots also cause disorientation and 
danger to visually impaired students. Signages on campus come with its challenges to students with visually impairment 
as they are unable to read them. Colour contrast in the lecture halls and buildings also cause some confusion to the 
visually impaired.  

These are more infrastructural and facilities challenges facing the visually impaired students but the list is not 
exhausted or closed. From time to time, whenever another challenge arises, it will be pointed out for attention and 
correction. 
 
9. Describing Restructured Infrastructure 
 
Visually impaired people rely on audible, tactile cues and other sensory information from the surrounding environment for 
their orientation ( Cardin et al. 2010). Contrast between the walking surface and surrounding environment is critical for 
orientation and distinguishing the limit of the paths, recognising hazards and gathering information.  

The paint that showed the pedestrian’s crossings and speed humps on Campus were faded and it was difficult for 
the visually impaired students to access the crossings and identify humps ( Medina et al. 2007). There was also no 
disability signage at all gates on Campus that warn motorist about students with disabilities. The stairs were not painted 
and most of them did not have the handrails that warn and prevent visually impaired students for any danger of the stairs.  
 
10. Challenges Encountered during Restructuring 
 
Undoubtedly, being a new phenomenon, there is the possibility for resistance of restructuring because changes will have 
to take place. A lot of meetings and presentations were held with the role players and stakeholders. By the time it was 
agreed upon that restructuring to meet the standard of virtually impaired should take place, the problem of execution to 
meet the standard also set in. It is at this stage that the O&M stood her ground and advised on how and what should be 
done. This created an additional responsibility for the O&M instructor because she has to attend to the needs of the 
students being her core duty, and at the same time played supervisory role over those who have the responsibility to 
effect reconstruction.  

However, it is worthy to point out that the whole exercise is now a success story because due to the restructuring, 
visually impaired students now have more confidence when moving around on campus. They are now thriving and 
making giant strides in their studies within the university community because of ample access to all the facilities that will 
make teaching and learning easier.  
 
11. Conclusion 
 
The right to access education include but is not limited to providing education to all. It t also ensures that the architectural 
infrastructure that will facilitate teaching and learning are designed to meet the needs of everyone. This is why it is within 
the ambit of the university to restructure to meet the needs and standard of students with visual impairments. By so 
doing, the university is putting into practice, educational transformation agenda of the South African government which 
mandates specifically that transformation should be implemented at all universities. Upgrading, redesigning the structures 
and other supporting educational facilities being used by the visual impaired students are typical examples of the 
demonstration of transformation and inclusive education that cater for all without any discrimination.  
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12. Recommendations 
 
Upgrading and restructuring should not be a one off transaction. They must be carried out as the need arise to achieve a 
complete inclusive educational environment. It is therefore incumbent on the O&M to continue to identify areas for 
improvement, and make reports to the appropriate responsible department at the university through the overall head.  

Creation of constant awareness to the entire university community on the importance and danger of any 
unpermitted changes to e redesigned and restructured of facilities to meet the needs of the visual impairments is very 
necessary. The cooperation of the whole university is needed for the success of the restructuring. Alteration by any 
means to the restructured facilities will disorientate the visual impairments students and could result to fatalities or 
unwarranted accidents. If there will be any alteration, the O&M or the staff in the Disability Unit should be informed and 
thereafter, the experts will enlist the support of the university community before altering the signs.  
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