Students with Visual Impairments in Higher Education Institutes
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Introduction
Students with visual impairments face several structural and attitudinal barriers when entering higher education (Cole-Hamilton & Vale, 2000; Hutchinson, Atkinson & Orpwood, 1998; Simkiss, Garner & Dryden, 1998). As Richardson and Roy (2000) remark, students with visual impairments are less likely to complete their studies than students without any disabilities. This could be either a result of academic failure because of lack of support or of withdrawal due to insufficient guidance when choosing a course (Richardson & Roy, 2000).    
Mobility around university campus is stressed as an issue with a negative impact on students with visual impairments (Roy, 2000, cited in Richardson & Roy, 2002). According to Kinell and Creaser (2001), access to the buildings can been enhanced by the use of elevators, automatic doors, special signing and assistive technology. 

Moreover, Lewin-Jones and Hodgson (2004) underline that transforming a printed material to other formats is a great loss of time for students with visual impairments. Hence, all students with visual impairments require information on alternative formats to meet their specific needs (Harris & Oppenheim, 2003). However, Cole-Hamilton and Vale (2000) found that students with visual impairments face great difficulties in obtaining books and handouts in their preferred format. Additionally, a study carried out by the Royal National Institute of the Blind (2002) showed that 47% of students with visual impairments did not receive books in a suitable format. 

Several studies point out that staff working at the Universities’ libraries should be trained in assisting students with visual impairments (Jones, 2001; Kinnel & Creaser, 2001 Machell, 1996). In addition, Harris and Oppenheim (2003) argue that libraries need to conduct a survey of facilities, including the physical access of visually impaired students to libraries. Full and easy accessibility of the electronic information via the web can also make optional the physical visit to the library for students with visual impairment, as they can rely on their virtual resources (Jones & Tedd, 2003). Furthermore, Kinnel and Creaser (2001) underline the increased importance of equipment for reading support and IT as the means to enable information access.

Borland and James (1999) report that while students with disabilities trying to cope with the unfamiliar environment of a higher education institute, they might, for instance fail to attend some lectures or miss some deadlines. In a case like that, there is a danger that both the student and the tutors would see the need for ‘special treatment’ as an indication of academic failure (Borland & James, 1999). This may lead the tutors in treating the student with disability as someone who is in need for care rather than as someone who has rights. Thus, teaching staff should be also informed or even trained on how to deal with students with visual impairments.  

The study
The aim of the present study is to investigate the difficulties that students with visual impairments face during their studies in Higher Education Institutes. In particular, this study investigates a number of aspects which are related to a) the reasons that lead students who are visually impaired to continue or drop out from their studies in higher education, b) the accessibility of the buildings, c) the attendance of students with visual impairments to the lectures and the difficulties that they face during the lectures, d) the provision of books or handouts from the Universities and the libraries in a suitable form, e) the frequency of the use of libraries and the possibility to use supportive technology in them, f) the collaboration of students with visual impairments with their sighted peers and the teaching staff, g) the participation of students with visual impairments to several activities that are organised by the University (e.g. sport activities, music events etc), and h) the satisfaction that comes from the quality of the studies.

Method – Participants

Seventeen students with visual impairments (blind and students with low vision) who study in several University departments in Thessaloniki (Greece) took part in the research. The sample was randomly selected. Of the 17 participants, 6 were either individuals with blindness or severe visual impairment and 11 were individuals with low vision. None of the participants had any additional disabilities. The age of the participants ranged from 20 to 38 years old (mean=27.41, SD=5.72). The sample consisted of 10 males and 7 females. An informal questionnaire was used for the purposes of this study which consisted of 60 questions, both open and close ended. The results which emerged from the analysis of the results are presented below.
Results

The majority of the participants (n=10) stated that the transition from secondary to higher education was easy, 5 experienced some problems and 2 stated that transition was difficult. The incentives that have contributed to their decision to continue in higher education (in order of priority) were: the school / teachers, social environments, the family, occupational rehabilitation, interest in the subject of school and their personal ambitions. 

According to the participants, the non-attendance at institutions of higher education, is due to a number of factors, which are presented below in a number corresponding to the frequency reported by participants: lack of equipment and infrastructure, lack of adequately trained teachers, social exclusion and prejudice (taboo) of the sighted, no concern and support of the state, lack of accessibility to special education schools (mainly in the province), lack of awareness and education of families and the disabled themselves (mainly in the province), the difficulty of courses, fear and insecurity that they will fail, lack of motivation, lack of legislation on compulsory education of the disabled persons, not enough financial means to continue their studies, the family does not support children with disabilities to pursue higher education because it functions over protectively or indifferent, no vocational rehabilitation for the blind that is relevant to the subject of their study. 
Most participants chose the school in which they study at because of their interest in the area of the study (n = 13) or for reasons of vocational rehabilitation (n = 6). Other reasons cited for this choice were: how easy was the selected school compared to other schools (n = 1) and the contribution of their study to the improvement of special education and the development of research in this field (n = 1). It should, however, be noted that 4 of the participants said that the choice of their school was obligatory- not to be in their main options.
Regarding the quality of the education offered by their school, most students with visual impairments indicated that they are partially satisfied (n = 10), 6 students reported satisfaction and 1 stated that he/she is not satisfied. Moreover, they are ‘moderately’ to ‘very satisfied’ with the theoretical part of their study, ‘moderately satisfied’ with the practical part and ‘moderate to slightly satisfied’ with the research part. Regarding the curriculum of the department, most participants stated that there are changes that should be done in the research program, in the evaluation system of students and in the ratio between students and staff workshops. Also, several participants suggested that there are changes that should be done in the practice program, the content of theoretical courses and in the postgraduate program of study. It should be noted that more than half of the participants indicated that they wish to continue to postgraduate studies. On the other hand, the majority of students with visual impairments consider that the undergraduate degree will not give them equal opportunities to find work, to those of sighted graduates.
None of the participants stated that movement within the city is ‘easy’, while eight said that it is difficult and nine ‘moderately difficult’. Most of them use public transportation daily (n = 15) and only 2 use them a few times a week. 
Most of the participants (n = 13) stated that there are some infrastructures to facilitate accessibility to the premises of the university such as elevators with audio announcement, and in very few cases paving tiles for people with visual impairments and marks on the stairs (the stairs films). Almost all the participants reported that these structures are insufficient or inadequate to a limited extent. Furthermore, several participants reported shortcomings of the university, which hinder accessibility. Regarding the accessibility of the internal spaces of the university, there are malfunctions reported, such as, that there are no paving tiles for people with visual impairments (n = 11), there are no signs installed (labels) in braille or large print (n = 8), poor lighting (n = 3), moving obstacles (e.g. tables in the corridors) (n = 2), lack of escorts for the movement in space (n = 2), no audio announcement of the lift (n = 1), lack of specialist staff (n = 1), lack of communications in braille or large print (n = 1), long distance / dispersion of classrooms (n = 1), non-modern equipment or equipment of poor quality (n = 1), lack of variety of low vision aids (n = 1), columns at the entrance (n = 1). The participants also reported problems regarding the accessibility of the campus, such as several inaccessible points (n = 1), cars parked on the pavement (n = 1) and lack of lights with a sound mark (n = 1).
Regarding living in campus accommodation, most of the participants stated that they generally do not know whether a priority is being given for people with disabilities and whether individuals with visual impairments are accepted by all colleges’ campus in the city. Participants who live or have lived in campus accommodation, reported that the building infrastructures of the campus accommodation are ‘appropriate’ to a small extent (n = 4) or ‘not appropriate at all’ (n = 1). Also there are several malfunctions / deficiencies in campus accommodation reported which cause problems in accommodation such as the lack of suitable lifts (n = 2), poor lighting (n = 1), lack of trained personnel (n = 1), lack of numbering in the rooms (n = 1), and lack of marks in the dining room. 
Nine of the 17 students said that they had never studied in the library, 5 indicated that they study rarely and 3 often. They usually study in the library of their university / department, and less often in the library of another university or institution. About half of the participants stated that the benefits of libraries meet their needs. In the library’s computers the appropriate software for reading digital books / texts (screen reading or screen magnification software is usually installed and accessible. However, there are usually ‘very few’ or a ‘few’ books in a suitable format for students with visual impairments (electronic format, braille). The most commonly reported deficiencies of libraries are: the lack of books in electronic form (n = 7), the lack the necessary assistive technology for students with visual impairment (n = 2), the technical problems, which occur often (n = 1), the lack of qualified personnel (n = 1) and the incomplete information on the benefits of the library (n = 1). 
About 25% of the students with visual impairments reported that they attend the courses, 25% said ‘sometimes’, the 25% ‘often’ and 25% ‘everyday’. Apart from one participant, all the others stated that the various devices used during the courses (view drawing, video, images, etc.) make the attendance of courses difficult. The most frequent problems encountered during the courses are: access to material that is written on table by the teachers (n = 6), access to information presented through slides, power point-slides (n = 5), that they can not understand when the teacher gives to them the floor – usually they give the floor to someone without naming him/her (n = 3), that they can not keep notes (n = 3), the negative attitudes of teachers - e.g. they do not allow tape recording of the lessons) ( n = 2), the conditions of the course (noise, speeches by fellow student, etc.) that they alter the recorded material (the recorded notes) (n = 1). 
  
To the question «In what form would you prefer the books to be provided by the University?», the majority of participants (n = 14) stated in digital form. Some participants said that they preferred and other forms such as braille (n = 2), tapes (n = 2) and large prints (n = 1). However, they stated that books are ‘never’ or ‘rarely’ provided in an appropriate format (e.g. braille, digital form). Usually they are in a printed form. The conversion to the proper form is usually being done by the students with visual impairments, some other times is being done by another institution and very few times by the university. The most common ways of reading the books/material are: the conversion into electronic form and the reading by screen reading software (n = 8), the conversion / recording them on tape (n = 5), the use of low vision aids ( n = 3), the conversion into electronic form and the print in braille (n = 1). 

Regarding cooperation with their classmates, 8 participants stated that it is ‘excellent’, 2 ‘good’ and 7 ‘moderate’. The large majority (n = 12) stated that they have ‘never’ faced racist behavior by their classmates, 2 participants said that they ‘rarely’ face racist behavior and 3 ‘sometimes’. On average, they keep company with 12 fellow students, whereas their close friends are approximately 3. Also, 3 to 4 participants stated that their fellow students provide them with some forms of social support. 
Regarding the cooperation with their teachers, 2 participants said that it is ‘excellent’, 9 ‘good’, 5 ‘moderate’ and 1 that there is no cooperation at all. Also, when they were asked «if teachers provide them with the same material as the rest of their colleagues (notes, audio-visual material, etc.) », most (n = 9) responded ‘sometimes’, 5 answered ‘always’, 2 of the participants answered ‘rare’ and 1 responded ‘never’. 
     
To the question «to what extent are they allowed to participate in various activities organized within the university (theatrical groups, environmental groups, sports, musical groups, etc.)» half of the participants answered ‘no’ or ‘slightly’ and the other half responded ‘enough’ or ‘always’. The most important factor that hinders the participation of a person with visual impairment in these activities is primarily the poor infrastructure of the university. Other factors are: lack of information about these activities, the lack of knowledge of fellow students on the visual impairment, the difficulty of access and the lack of accommodation. It should be noted that almost all participants indicated that their fellow students accept them in these activities and that most of the participants have not ever been interested to participate in such activities.
Eight participants stated that they do not deal with student issues at all (participation in general meetings, voting, being a member of a student party, etc.), one third of the participants reported that they only deal with issues that concern them, and only 3 participants stated that they ‘always’ deal with various student issues. Almost all of the participants are able to assert the rights that they have in their university. They usually assert these rights by themselves, with personal effort (n = 10) and / or collectively through a student club (n = 8). 
Finally, participants reported proposals on improving the attendance of students with visual impairments, which are presented below, with the incidence of each one: 
• Provision of books and notes in a suitable form (n = 9). 
• Better behavior, cooperation, and change of attitudes of the teachers, better informed teachers (n = 7).

• More and better information on matters relating to the studies - information that is provided in an appropriate way in order to be accessible (n = 6).

• Appropriate equipment and software in labs and libraries (e.g. screen reader, scanner, braille printer, etc) (n = 3).

• Paving tiles for people with visual impairments (n = 3).

• Better building infrastructure - accessible spaces (n = 3).

• Labeling systems of the premises (e.g. enlarged signs, signs in Braille or audio system, outside the offices / secretariats / rooms, etc) (n = 3).

• Free technical aids / devices for disabled students (n = 2).

• Better access to libraries (n = 1).

• Existence of voluntary groups of students (n = 1).
• Increase accessibility of the websites of Universities (n = 1)
Conclusion 

The majority of the students with visual impairments stated that transition from secondary to higher education was easy and that they were encouraged and motivated mostly by their high school teachers, their social environments and their families. It is remarkable that most of the participants chose a University department mainly because of their interest in the area of the study. However, while entering higher education students with visual impairments face a plethora of difficulties that might lead them not to attend the courses. In addition, many participants stated that they are only partially satisfied by the quality of education provided by their department and the majority of them believe that the undergraduate degree will not give them equal opportunities to find a job. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that more than half of the participants argued that they wish to continue to postgraduate studies. 

Regarding the accessibility of University building almost all the participants agreed that is very difficult and that there is a lack of important infrastructures that could facilitate mobility, such as paving tiles and signs in braille. Despite the fact that about half of the participants stated that the provisions of libraries meet their needs, nine of them said that they had never studied in the library. This might be associated to a great extent with the limited number of books that is provided by the libraries in a suitable format for students with visual impairments (e.g. digital form, braille).

Access to information presented visually is cited as a major difficulty in the attendance of lectures. Studying for the lectures is also difficult since books and handouts are very rarely provided in an appropriate format. The conversion of books in a suitable format is rarely being done by the University and so students have to convert the texts themselves or refer to another institution. 

Students with visual impairments argued that they generally build good relationships with their colleagues and many of them have a good cooperation with their tutors. In spite of the fact that almost all participants indicated that their fellow students accept them in activities organised by the university, the majority of them stated that they have not ever been interested to participate in such activities. Similarly, most of the participants stated that they are not involved in common student issues, such as voting for student representatives. Nevertheless, almost all of the participants are able to assert the rights that they have in their university.

Interestingly, almost all of the difficulties of students with visual impairments are generally not related to human behaviors but have to do with technical and practical issues. For instance, students with visual impairments receive support by their teachers, families and other people in their social environment to continue their studies and maintain good relationships with their fellow students. It should also be underlined that students with visual impairments choose a department on the basis of their interests and that they want to continue to postgraduate course. However, deficiencies in infrastructures and several practical difficulties make their studies difficult. Hence, students with visual impairments cited the provision of books and handouts in a suitable form and the access to information related to their studies as key issues that should be improved. Even the request of students with visual impairments for better cooperation with their tutors has also to do with practical issues (e.g. permission to audiotape the lectures, handouts in suitable formats). Thus, awareness of the teaching staff on the particular needs of students with visual impairment is essential.  
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