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ABSTRACT The needs of visually impaired students are often neglected in South African universities. Partially
sighted students are left to provide for themselves because of the invisibility of their barrier to learning. This paper
is a presentation of assessment-related experiences of partially sighted students at a university of technology in
South Africa. The study was guided by two critical questions:  What are partially sighted students’ assessment-
related experiences, and why? A qualitative case study within an intepretivist paradigm was used. Four partially
sighted students were purposively selected to participate in semi-structured interviews and a focus group discussion.
Data was analysed using content analysis. It was found that partially sighted students’ needs are neglected. Pre-
requisites such as providing large font size and extra-time are taken for granted, yet they are consequential to every
partially sighted student. Guided by a theoretical framework of the social model, the study concludes that an
individualistic approach to supporting partially sighted students does not only make them feel included, but also
enables them to realise their full potential.

INTRODUCTION

Visual impairment is an overarching term that
includes partial sightedness and blindness (Hat-
ton 2014). In other words, partial sight (also
known as low vision) and blindness are compo-
nents that constitute visual impairment. A stu-
dent with partial sight is “one who has impair-
ment of visual functioning even after treatment
and/or standard refractive correction” (Sa-
charowitz 2005: 140). There is minimal scholar-
ship particularly in developing countries about
visual impairment in general and partial sight in
particular. Hadidi and Al Khateeb (2013) con-
tend that very little is known about partially sight-
ed students in institutions of higher learning.
Few studies that have been done concerning
visual impairment, particularly partial sight, fo-
cused on issues of accessibility, retention and
progression (FOTIM 2011). None of the studies
focused on assessment-related experiences of
partially sighted university students. The lack
of information in the area of assessment-related
experiences of partially sighted students in South
African universities is what this study seeks to
address.

In this paper, assessment is conceptualised
as a process of measuring the performance of
students (as in examinations, assignments, tests
and other assessable work) against intended
learning outcomes. Assessment is aimed at see-

ing if students acquire knowledge, values and
skills which were taught. It is a fundamental prin-
ciple that assessment should be inclusive of all
students regardless of their special needs.

South Africa’s inclusive policy clearly artic-
ulates that all students with any form of disabil-
ity have to be included and afforded support
they require in order to pass their assessments
(Department of Education 2001). The South Af-
rican Constitution (1996) prohibits any form of
discrimination in social life as well as learning in-
stitutions. Despite that, partially sighted students
who require support in order to succeed in their
academic endeavours are often neglected in South
African universities (Mushome and Monobe 2013).
Van Jaarsveldt and Ndeya-Ndereya  (2015) postu-
late that some lecturers have a tendency of dis-
tancing themselves when it comes to supporting
students with disabilities including visual impair-
ment. Similarly, Kasiram and Subrayen (2013) ar-
gued that university students in South Africa
with visual impairment experienced exclusion and
marginalisation from family, mainstream schools,
the community and university.

South African universities offer partially
sighted students little support which is similar
to what they afford students without any dis-
ability. Mushome and Monobe (2013) postulate
that partially sighted students in many South
African universities are faced with a challenge
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of learning under the conditions of students
without any visual impairment. It is the respon-
sibility of partially sighted students to obtain
extra support in an environment where there is
non-availability of learning and assessment
equipment. Research about South African uni-
versities revealed that needs of visually impaired
students are generally unmet (FOTIM 2011). The
situation made Kasiram and Subrayen (2013) ar-
rive at a conclusion that disabled students in
many South African universities are academi-
cally abandoned. The creation of an inclusive
environment in South African universities is elu-
sive (Van Jaarsveldt and Ndeya-Ndereya 2015).

Exclusion of partially sighted students in
universities is not only peculiar to South Africa.
Hadidi and Al Khateeb (2013) argued that par-
tially sighted university students in Jordan had
some degree of loneliness. This was mainly
caused by higher learning institutions’ inability
to adequately cater for all their needs. In a differ-
ent and more recent study, Hadidi and Al
Khateeb (2014) reported results which were not
consistent with findings of their previous stud-
ies. They postulate that in some parts of Jordan,
students who were partially sighted received
more support than students without any visual
impairment. It is not always the case that partial-
ly sighted students are neglected in institutions
of higher learning.

Polish partially sighted students obtained
enough support and consequently coped well
with their studies and passed their examinations
(Klinkosz et al. 2006). Similarly, Sahin and Yorek
(2009) attest that partially sighted students in
Turkey were contented with support they were
getting from universities. Students were partic-
ularly intrigued by the way in which their uni-
versity did a needs assessment of visually im-
paired students. The assessment was done in
order to identify the kind of support each stu-
dent required. This approach is vital as opposed
to viewing students as visually impaired and
offering them generic support.

Generic support should not be given to par-
tially sighted students because of varying de-
grees of their low vision. Yamanashi (2015) ad-
vocated for an individual needs based approach
to supporting partially sighted students. This is
because it is very unusual for partially sighted
students to have similar vision (Corn and Lusk
2010). Students with partial sight are heteroge-
neous. They have unique challenges that re-

quire different levels of support in order to make
it in tests and examinations (Reed and Curtis
2012). Some students’ conditions of partial sight
could be so severe that they require braille, au-
dio and magnifying devices to cope with learn-
ing and assessment strategies at a university.
Other partially sighted students’ conditions
could be so mild that they can read and write
without braille and magnifiers.

Some students may require extra support
because they could be nervous about taking
part in tests and examinations because of their
sight conditions. In the Australian context, Dat-
ta (2014) argues that partially sighted students
and those with intellectual disabilities often de-
velop high levels of anxiety before tests and
examinations. Consequently, they require addi-
tional aid and support from teachers, support
staff and the university counsellor before ap-
pearing for any examination or test.

Institutions of higher learning are challenged
to put in place adequate support for partially
sighted students in order to make them realise
their full academic potential. The support be-
gins by providing basics such as large print,
extra-time in tests and examinations and avail-
ing assistive technological programmes and
gadgets. Smith and Kelly (2014) contend that
students with partial sight require a diverse set
of educational, programmatic, and technologi-
cal components in their programmes in order to
succeed in their assessments.

Assistive technology should be put in place
in order to make students access assessment-
related information in the same way as their nor-
mal sighted counterparts. Assistive technology
allows partially sighted students to use inter-
net, talking maps, digital cameras like flipper and
screen reading software (Reed and Curtis 2012;
Smith and Kelly 2014). In that way, they would
have access to information to prepare for their
tests and examinations just like any other stu-
dent without a visual impairment. Small (2015)
argues that the ability to meet needs of partially
sighted students enables them to enjoy quality
education and life just like those with good sight.
In this 21st century, technology is considered
the best tool of making partially sighted stu-
dents learn just like students without any learn-
ing barrier. Technology enhances partially sight-
ed students’ learning and preparation for exam-
inations (Smith and Kelly 2014).
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This study was guided by two critical ques-
tions:  What are partial sighted students’ as-
sessment-related experiences at the university,
and why? A theoretical framework guiding this
study is the social model of disability. The so-
cial model proclaims that a person’s disability is
not looked at from the medical perspective, but
the environmental viewpoint (Swart and Pettipher
2011). An environment has to be furnished with
all aspects that are needed by a person with a
disability so that he/she would be able to do the
task. If a person fails to perform a task because of
his/her so-called disability, the blame does not
go to an individual, but to the environment for
failing to provide support that is adequately need-
ed by the disabled person to compete.

The social model differs from the medical
model in the sense that the latter holds individ-
uals responsible for failing to perform tasks be-
cause of their disabilities. The former blames the
environment for failing to cater for the needs of
disabled people (Swart and Pettipher 2011). Ac-
cording to Humpage (2007), the medical model
perceives disability as an individual problem to
be cured or contained, while the social model
focuses on the relationship between people with
disabilities and their social environment. Propo-
nents of the social model view disability not from
the medical point of view, but from environmen-
tal and social dimensions (Anastasiou and Kauf-
mann 2013). Thus, if a disabled student fails to
do an academic task because of the nature of
his/her disability, the problem would be with the
institution’s failure to provide support that is
needed by that student to succeed.

In the social model, disability is conceptual-
ised as exclusively social. It is a society which
disables people (Union of the Physically Im-
paired Against Segregation 1976). From a social
constructivist’s point of view, a teacher ought
to provide adequate support to students with
any form of disability in order for them to per-
form well in assessment tasks (Vygotsky 1978).
If a teacher or lecturer does not provide for par-
tially sighted students, the problem will be with
the teacher who constitutes the environment.
The social model is suitable to guide this study
because of its underlying principle that a learn-
ing institution has to provide support to stu-
dents with any form of disability. Partially sight-
ed students are entitled to obtain support which
enables them to compete on the same platform
with other students in tests and examinations.

METHODOLOGY

The study was conducted using a qualita-
tive approach within an intepretivist paradigm.
A qualitative approach was ideal for this study
because it allowed the researcher to collect data
by interacting extensively and closely with par-
tially sighted students during the study. Accord-
ing to Leedy and Ormrod (2001), qualitative re-
search enables a researcher to interact with re-
spondents in order to gain insight about the
nature of a particular phenomenon. Qualitative
approach allowed the researcher to gather data
by fully intermingling with respondents when
they were giving complex details of their experi-
ences. Mack et al. (2005) argued that the qualita-
tive approach is suitable to use when the re-
searcher intends to obtain complex textual de-
scriptions of people’s experiences.

The theoretical framework for most qualita-
tive research emerges from an interpretivist per-
spective. In support of that view, Lapan et al.
(2012) argued that every qualitative research has
an interpretive perspective which focuses on
uncovering participants’ experiences. Since this
research was qualitative in nature and was about
partially sighted students’ experiences, the in-
tepretivist paradigm was ideal to guide this study.
Lincoln (2010) argues that interpretivist theo-
ries long to answer why. They often come with
stories and are derived from pure lived experi-
ences. Consequently, interpretivism was the ide-
al paradigmatic position for this study since the
researcher focused on partially sighted students’
experiences.

A single-case explanatory approach was
used in this study to explain partially sighted stu-
dents’ experiences. Rule and John (2011: 8) ar-
gued that an: “explanatory case study attempts
to explain what happens in a particular case or
why it happens.” According to Cohen, Manion
and Morrison (2007), case studies are very spe-
cific. They identify one participant, one setting,
one situation or one event (Creswell 2008). A case
study was ideal to use in this study because it
had one setting (university of technology), one
group of participants (partially sighted students),
and one situation (assessment experiences).

The study was done using four partially
sighted students (two boys and two girls) at a
selected university of technology in South Afri-
ca. The university has a total of five partially
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sighted students. One student declined to par-
ticipate in the study because he was busy and
not interested in sharing his experiences. Pur-
posive sampling, which is characterised by de-
liberately targeting respondents (Fraenkel and
Wallen 2007) was used to select only partially
sighted students. A list of all partially sighted
students was obtained from the university’s dis-
ability unit. Students were contacted and asked
to take part in the study. Students were from
different faculties and their years of study
ranged from first to fourth (final). Students had
different levels of partial sight. Three students
had very low vision which they described as
close to blindness. They attended schools for
the blind during their primary and secondary
education. The fourth student did not have se-
vere vision loss as he could read a small font
size and see what the other three could not.

Data was collected using in-depth semi-struc-
tured interviews with each student and a focus
group discussion with all four participants. Mack
et al. (2005) argued that focus group discussions
and in-depth interviews are ideal to use when
the research is about experiences. Content anal-
ysis was used to analyse data. Ethical issues
were observed in the following ways:  permis-
sion to conduct the study was sought from the
disability unity which is responsible for students
with visual impairment. Students were informed
about the purpose of the study. They were re-
quested to participate voluntarily and each of
them was given a consent form to sign. All stu-
dents were informed that they were free to with-
draw from the study at any point in time. Confi-
dentiality and anonymity were guaranteed and
pseudonyms were used.

RESULTS

Partial sighted students from Pathway Uni-
versity (pseudonym) felt unfairly treated when
it came to assessment. They argued that their
basic needs were not being addressed especial-
ly when it came to issues of format used in as-
sessment strategies. They singled out font size
as problematic and the main cause of negative
experiences that they had in assessments. Font
size used on the university’s noticeboards and
tests was not compatible with partially sighted
students’ vision.

Students unanimously singled out assess-
ment strategies of the Reading Skills module as

one that was done unfairly. Reading Skills is a
very crucial and compulsory module that is done
by all first year students and it is assessed us-
ing computers. The module is designed to test
students’ reading and comprehension abilities
by giving them computer timed comprehension
passages. Students are expected to read a com-
prehension passage quickly and answer ques-
tions before the computer timing is out. Partially
sighted students described the assessment prac-
tice of this module as a nightmare because com-
puter timing is fast and the font size is too small.
Nomsa said:  “The font size is so small that I
spend time struggling to read. The computer tim-
ing is too fast and the programme shuts before I
finish reading, let alone answering questions.”

 Similarly, Lerato said:
I have to get my eyes close to the computer

to be able to read what is on the screen. Before
I finish reading a sentence, it will be gone and
another one will come. As a result, the comput-
er times out before I even attempt half of the
questions.

Partially sighted students fail to perform in
the Reading Skills module because their eyes
can hardly read the small font size at the speed
that the computer shows information on the
screen. Had it been large font size, partially sight-
ed students would have been able to compete
with the timing of the computer.

Nomsa said:
What makes me slow is because sometimes I

remove my eye glasses, use a fan glass and get
my eyes closer to the computer to be able to
read what is on the screen. All that would be
against computer timing. If the programme had
large font, I would not have a problem with the
time because I am a fast reader.

There is no provision for giving partially
sighted students extra-time because the exer-
cise is programmed on computer software. Par-
tially sighted students do not only face chal-
lenges in the assessment of the Reading Skills
module. They also have problems when writing
tests in a computer programme called SAM. The
programme has timed tests which lecturers some-
times use even with final year students. Partially
sighted students are treated just like students
without any special learning need when it comes
to assessments done using a computer.

Nomsa said:  “We are timed by the computer
just like any other student with perfect sight. To
me, that is very unfair and a cause of my poor
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performance in modules when I use SAM.” All
partially sighted students echoed the same sen-
timent that the use of SAM during tests was a
disadvantage to them. It is a disadvantage be-
cause font size is not adjustable, timing is fast
and there is no extra-time given.

In accordance with the policy and procedure
for the granting of extra-time and other conces-
sions during officially scheduled tests and as-
sessments, the university offers a maximum of
15 minutes extra on each hour. However, this
policy does not apply for computer programmed
exercises or for pen and paper tests which are
written in class. It is only implemented during
examination times.

Lerato said:  “Extra-time is given in examina-
tions all the time and hardly in tests. Lecturers
barely give us extra-time during tests because
they have to go to attend other lectures immedi-
ately after the exercise.”

Phelele concurred with the view that there is
no extra-time given during tests:

The greatest problem is some tests are writ-
ten during lecture periods. I may be having a
lecture coming immediately after the period
that I was writing a test. If I use extra-time in
the test, that would mean getting to the next
lecture late. Sometimes there would be three
consecutive tests for different modules. That
makes it impossible for me to get extra-time
which I really need in all assessments.

Partially sighted students are compelled to
finish tests in the same time as students without
any special need. Lecturers do not collaborate
with one another to space out their test times in
order to accommodate students who require ex-
tra-time.

Nomsa said:  “I just have to write quickly,
finish with the others and jump to the next class
for a lecture or another test. It is a big disadvan-
tage that is caused by lack of coordination.”

What makes it hard for partially sighted stu-
dents to finish tests at the same time as stu-
dents without special needs is that question
papers do not have large font like they do in
examinations. That leads partially sighted stu-
dents to spend a lot of time trying to read small
print before attempting questions. Due to the
small font that is used in tests, some partially
sighted students had negative experiences.

Nomsa said:
I once made an error in a test. I did not

attempt questions which were at the bottom of

the question paper. I did not see them because
the font was too small. I only realised that there
were such questions in the paper when I was
out of the test room where I heard other stu-
dents talking about those questions. I scored
very low marks in that test and it affected my
final mark.

Due to the small font size that is used, par-
tially sighted students make errors which have
drastic effects on their assessments. Small font
is also used in attendance registers. Whenever
students write a test or examination, a register is
circulated for them to sign to confirm their pres-
ence. Phelele had a negative experience (in the
examination) that was caused by small font on a
register:

I signed an examination attendance regis-
ter on someone’s name because the font size
and rows on the list were too small for me to
read and follow. The person whose name I
signed against simply cancelled my signature
and put his besides mine. The lecturer was sur-
prised to see my examination script appearing
with others’ yet I did not indicate my atten-
dance in the examination room.

The issue of font size is very critical in every
document that is read by partially sighted stu-
dents. All material has to be in large font so that
they can read with ease. The university does
not take into consideration partially sighted stu-
dents when they put up assessment-related no-
tices on the noticeboard. Some partially sighted
students had negative experiences with notice-
boards which had small font. Nomsa said:

I asked another student who was also check-
ing her coursework marks on the noticeboard
to tell me what my mark was. She told me that I
had a total coursework mark of 40 percent.
The minimum coursework mark that was re-
quired for someone to sit for an examination in
that module was 50 percent. I was shocked and
hurt by the fact that I failed to obtain the mini-
mum requirement. I cursed myself several times
before going to the lecturer in charge of the
module to make an appeal to re-write the test.
The lecturer wondered what I was talking about
because all students who did that module ob-
tained marks which were above average (50%).
I told him that a person who read my marks for
me at the noticeboard said I got 40 percent.
The lecturer told me that was wrong.

Lerato also had a similar experience with her
assessment mark that was caused by small font
on the noticeboard:
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My experience is not with coursework
marks, but final marks (combination of course-
work and examination marks) which were on
the noticeboard. I asked another student to
read the marks for me because the font was too
small. The final mark she told me was too low
and did not make sense because I had a very
high coursework mark on that module. My
coursework mark was among the highest in the
class. When I wrote the examination, I felt it
was easy and I was hoping to get a distinction
in that module. But, a final mark which the stu-
dent read to me made me wonder and conclude
that the lecturer must have made calculation
errors. I went to verify with the lecturer. The
lecturer told me the mark that I was told by the
student was wrong. The lecturer and I went to
the noticeboard only to see that the student
read someone else’s marks.

The university does not provide basics need-
ed by partially sighted students in order to pre-
pare for their assessments. Students need ba-
sics such as computers with a talking programme
called flipper, or simply to label library shelves
with a large font size.

Lerato said:  “In the library, I struggle to find
books because of the font size they used to la-
bel shelves.”

Similarly, Phelele said:
For shelves that I cannot read, I get assis-

tance from other students in the library. They
read shelves for me which I am not very happy
about because I would like to do it myself. I
wish the library had a large font size on shelves,
so that I may find books by myself without both-
ering other students who could be busy with
their studies.

Without textbooks, it is very hard for a stu-
dent to prepare for an assessment. Partially sight-
ed students find it hard to prepare for their as-
sessments because they can hardly read text-
books in the library because of small font. Nom-
sa and Lerato, who have severe vision loss, con-
sider their sight condition to be close to blind-
ness. They find it hard to perform well in assess-
ments because there are no resources in the li-
brary which are compatible with their sight. Both
Nomsa and Lerato attended their primary and
secondary education in schools for blind peo-
ple. They are used to braille. Hence, they find it
extremely difficult to adapt to reading textbooks
written in small font. Lerato said:  “There is cur-
rently no text that is in large print. We are very

few partially sighted students at this university
hence they should make at least one large font
text for each of the textbooks that we have in the
library.”

Nomsa said:
It is difficult for me to adequately prepare

for any assessment without reading. Lecturers
ask us to buy recommended textbooks for their
modules. I cannot buy these because of finan-
cial problems. I sometimes photocopy from
friends’ textbooks, but that does not help be-
cause my eyes cannot read a photocopied text-
book because of the waterfront background that
many books have.

Assessment-related needs of partially sight-
ed students are not taken into account at Path-
way University. The situation has made students
conclude that the institution is biased towards
physically challenged students only. Zweli said:

I feel the system at this university is very
biased towards students with physical disabil-
ities when compared with partially sighted stu-
dents. Physically challenged students are pro-
vided with basics that they need to be able to
perform well in assessments. They are given
wheelchairs, crutches, and there are ramps all
over campus to ensure that they reach any ex-
amination room. But when it comes to us par-
tially sighted students, they do not put in place
basics that we need to write any form of assess-
ment. For example, ensuring large font in tests,
library shelves and noticeboards, installing
computer programmes such as JAWS and pro-
viding braille. They assume that since we can
walk normally and our disability is not as vis-
ible as physically challenged students there is
no need to provide for us.

Thinking that partially sighted students do
not require special needs is a great misconcep-
tion which has negative impacts on their learn-
ing at the university. All disabled students should
not just be generalised and treated as if they
have common barriers to learning which require
similar support. Students must be categorised
according to their disabilities and needs assess-
ment should be done to afford them support
that is relevant to their barriers to learning.

As it stands, partially sighted students feel
neglected by the university. Some even wonder
why the institution enrolled them without hav-
ing the resources needed.

Lerato said:
I wonder why this university registered us

when they do not want to support us. They have
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the capacity to support us, but they don’t. They
assume that we can study like any other stu-
dent without special needs, which is very wrong.
We are just studying for failure and nobody
cares.

Very little is being done to enhance the suc-
cess of these students. They are neglected and
treated as if they do not require any special need.
Lecturers hardly check on partially sighted stu-
dents in venues where they write examinations.
All disabled students, including partially sight-
ed ones, are put into one venue during examina-
tions. It is essential that lecturers visit students
at the beginning of an examination in case they
have concerns which cannot be addressed by
invigilators. Zweli said:

In my experience of writing exams at this
university, lecturers do not come to check if we
partially sighted students have queries at the
venue that we are writing from. Most of the time
we have invigilators who do not teach the mod-
ule, or sometimes they are hired people from
outside the university. We cannot ask invigila-
tors technical questions, for example, there was
once a printing error on my question paper.
When I asked the invigilator, she did not know
what the word was meant to be. So, lecturers
should come to check on us at least at the be-
ginning of their examination for a few minutes.

Similarly Phelele said:
I did not understand the question because of

the way it was phrased. I asked an invigilator
and she did not know. When I told the lecturer
after the examination about the challenge that I
had, he told me that he did not know where we
partially sighted students were writing.

It would be helpful if lecturers in charge of
examinations being written visit students for a
few minutes after the examination begin to make
sure that all candidates are clear and set to write.
The university still needs to do a lot concerning
educating members of staff about handling stu-
dents with disabilities. Sometimes, lecturers pe-
nalise partially sighted students for bad hand-
writing. Due to problems that partially sighted
students have with their eyes and hands which
get tired, lecturers should be lenient with their
handwriting in tests and examinations. Taking
into cognisance that the majority of partially
sighted students at Pathway University went to
special schools for the blind where they were
not used to writing using pen and paper, their
handwriting should be tolerated. The view of

tolerating partially sighted students’ handwrit-
ing is non-existent in an environment where they
are treated just like any other student without a
special learning need. Nomsa said:

Lecturers penalise us in tests and examina-
tions for bad handwriting. I try to write very
neat and presentable, but the problem is my
eyes and hands will not let me. They get very
tired. I cannot write well. I was using braille
for a very long time hence I am not used to
writing and drawing for about three hours in
an examination.

Lerato, who was just coming from writing a
test before attending the interview, said:

I find it hard to draw because my hand
shakes, since I was using braille for a long time.
I know what a diagram looks like in my mind,
but I struggle to draw with my free hand. In a
test which I wrote today, I was required to draw a
diagram. I knew how the diagram looks includ-
ing the flow of arrows, but my hands would not let
me draw. I am not sure if the lecturer is going to
give me full credit marks for what I drew.

Students with visual impairment must not be
penalised for their writing. Some may not be able
to write well because their eyes hardly see what
is on paper. In some instances, they find it diffi-
cult to place their writing in the lines of an exam-
ination answer sheet. That results in some let-
ters going up and down the ruled lines of an
answer sheet.

DISCUSSION

Several scholars have expressed dissatisfac-
tion with low level support offered to disabled
students in various South African universities
(Kasiram and Subrayen 2013; Mushome and
Monobe 2013; Van Jaarsveldt and Ndeya-
Ndereya 2015). The Pathway University’s style
of handling partially sighted students leaves a
lot to be desired. It is a typical way of setting
students up for failure. The university’s ap-
proach is informed purely by the medical model
which perceives disability as an individual prob-
lem (Humpage 2007). The main reason why par-
tially sighted students are finding it hard to per-
form in their assessments is not because of the
nature of their vision, but the institution’s fail-
ure to provide their basic requirements. In a sit-
uation where a partially sighted student is not
afforded large font in reading materials and is
deprived use of braille and assistive technolo-
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gy, it is tantamount to failing to provide teach-
ing and learning resources to students without
disabilities and expecting them to pass. When
students fail in such a situation, it would not be
because of their inability to prepare for tests
and examinations, but the institution’s incapac-
ity to provide resources and necessary support
needed.

From a social model perspective, the inabili-
ty of partially sighted students to excel in as-
sessment practices is because of the institution’s
incapacity to provide adequate support that they
need. In other words, it is the university that is
disabling students (Union of the Physically Im-
paired Against Segregation 1976). If a universi-
ty fails to provide what is needed by partially
sighted students, the problem would be with
the institution, not an individual (Swart and Pet-
tipher 2011; Van Jaarsveldt and Ndeya-Ndereya
2015).

Vygotsky (1978) argues from a social con-
structivist’s point of view that every student,
regardless of his/her disability, requires envi-
ronmental support and to be scaffold by a teach-
er in order to learn and perform well in assess-
ments. Partially sighted students from Pathway
University are not peculiar to this group. They
are being let down by the environment that is
not ensuring a diverse set of educational, pro-
grammatic and technological components that
are suitable for their poor sight (Smith and Kelly
2014). If partially sighted students obtain ade-
quate support from a university, that puts them
on the same platform with students without
learning needs and it would be possible for them
to reach their full potential (Waterfield and West
2008). If their needs are not met, they would have
been deprived of their basic rights to citizenship
and quality education which are accessible to
students without visual impairment (Small 2015).

A university as an institution of higher learn-
ing is expected to lead in terms of support that is
afforded to students regardless of their disabil-
ities. A generic approach towards supporting
students with special needs does not adequate-
ly cater for partially sighted students (Yamanashi
2015). All partially sighted students at Pathway
University felt neglected and unsupported be-
cause of the generic type of support the institu-
tion gave. Students with different disabilities
should not be afforded similar support. Similar-
ly, students with partial sight require different
support (Van Jaarsveldt and Ndeya-Ndereya

2015). They are heterogeneous and their remain-
ing sight is not always the same. Corn and Lusk
(2010) claimed that it is very rare that two stu-
dents with partial sighted conditions use their
remaining vision in the exact same way. Thus,
universities ought to do a needs assessment for
each partially sighted student in order to deter-
mine who needs braille and magnifying glasses
and who does not (Yemanashi 2015).

Lecturers need to be aware of the cultural
backgrounds of partially sighted students in
order to develop and implement appropriate sup-
port required by each student (Hadidi and Al
Khateeb 2014). If lecturers knew the background
of each partially sighted student, it would make
them more tolerant when they mark their hand-
writing. According to the University of Cam-
bridge (n.d), when marking exam scripts, it is
important to note that partially sighted students
can make spelling mistakes and use poor hand-
writing. They should not be penalised for this. It
is a situation that is beyond their control. Some-
times some partially sighted students may find
it hard to read their own handwriting (Waterfield
and West 2008). They struggle to write because
their hands and eyes tire easily (Sahin and Yorek
2009).

CONCLUSION

Although it has long been advocated, there
has to be a radical shift from viewing partially
sighted students as having individual problems,
to a social and environmental approach. Univer-
sities in South Africa still operate within the fra-
ternities and guiding principles of the medical
model. Partially sighted students are left to sink
or swim when they join a university. Enrolling
them at a university and failing to offer them
support is tantamount to setting them up for
failure. Institutions of higher learning in South
Africa are challenged to adopt and adapt the
Turkish individual needs assessment approach
to partial sightedness. The generic approach
which is currently in use should not be imple-
mented. Support should be individualised be-
cause two partially sighted students’ needs are
hardly the same. Some may need braille while
others may not. Some may need more extra-time
than others. Braille readers cannot skim read and
may take up to three times as long as other stu-
dents to read a text.



PARTIALLY SIGHTED STUDENTS IN THE UNIVERSITY 51

RECOMMENDATIONS

This study recommends a need for the dis-
ability unit of a university to be vibrant and ac-
tively involved in researching and supporting
the needs of partially sighted students. A dis-
ability unit should be mandated to monitor sup-
port that the institution affords to special needs
students. That would counteract anomalies such
as failing to give extra-time to partially sighted
students in tests. Workshops should be con-
ducted specifically about visual impairment.
Such academic gatherings would educate staff
members about how to support partially sighted
students.
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