
Abstract

The purpose of the qualitative study on which this article is based was to explore the experiences of 
students with visual impairments, registered at an Open Distance and e-Learning University in South 
Africa, through a phenomenological research design. Literature was reviewed on student support in distance 
education and concepts from the critical disability theory, biopsychosocial model of disability, connectivism, 
and affect theories formed the conceptual framework for the study. Telephonic semi-structured interviews 
were used as a technique to collect data from seven participants. Data were transcribed and then coded 
employing ATLAS.ti. The emerged themes centred on students’ counselling experiences, the synergy 
between the departments, and accessibility of services. It was also determined that students lose academic 
time due to the lack of resources and study materials in alternative and accessible formats. While policies 
and implementation plans were claimed to be in place, they do not address the reality on the ground, due 
to a lack of coordination of disability issues, and late referral of students to counselling services. The study 
recommends the prioritisation of disability issues, and it needs to be incorporated in the wider university 
strategic plan to accelerate its implementation. This will translate in (i) training ICT staff on various 
computer software programs needed to support students with visual impairments, (ii) developing alternative, 
formative, and summative assessments, (iii) developing a job readiness intervention programme for 
graduates to empower the students financially and to add value to the university’s employment equity 
agenda, and lastly (iv) putting the disability unit at the centre of all disability matters for coordinating 
purposes.
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Introduction

The Post-School Education and Training (PSET) system in South Africa has made significant 
strides in ensuring that students with visual impairments have the right to decent, appropriate, 
reasonable accommodation, and services (DHET, 2018). However, despite the 
transformed social reforms and aligned policies to move from inclusion and equality to 
promote equity, students with visual impairments in the mainstream education system 
continue to experience ineffective support (Singh & Mahapatra, 2019).

The White Paper for PSET (DHET, 2013), emanating from the South African National 
Development Plan Vision 2030, states that counselling should be an integral part of the post-
school system for both Open Distance e-Learning (ODeL) and contact universities (The 
Presidency - South African Government, 2012; Department of Higher Education and Training, 
2013). Furthermore, it strives to complement the career guidance engagements for institutions 
of higher learning and high schools, which could ensure that institutions of higher learning 
positively contribute to sustainable development goals (SDGs). The SDGs are the blueprint 
for each governing state to create a stable, prosperous future at institutions of higher learning 
through its policies. The White Paper aims to promote inclusivity by highlighting factors that 
should not be overlooked regarding first-time students’ academic readiness for institutions of 
higher learning when they register at such an institution. There is an increasing lack of access 
for students with disabilities in the higher education landscape, yet little is known about their 
academic attainment, and how counselling services contribute to their learning experiences 
(Richardson, 2015). It is based on this rationale that the study sought to investigate the 
experiences of students with visual impairments from a counselling perspective.

Role of Counselling

Counselling services at institutions of higher learning represent a scientific domain that 
primarily assists prospective students who have to decide which qualification to pursue. The 
process consists of guidance, which entails the analysis of an individual’s abilities, interests, 
and personality, to assist students in choosing the most relevant course of study to suit their 
capabilities. It is important to enable the visually impaired student to choose a career that is 
most suitable to their interests and talents, instead of having this choice mainly determined by 
the availability of support. For this reason, institutions of higher learning should accommodate 
and support students with disabilities. However, issues of disability, power, race, and class are 
traditionally seen as being outside the curriculum, which leads to the danger of separating 
knowledge from social issues (Mutanga, 2017). Also, while much emphasis is placed on the 
curriculum itself, the provision of counselling services is often left out of this debate.

Leyser (2008) asserts that the success of most students with disabilities in institutions of higher 
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learning depends not only on their actions and physical accessibility or service quality, but also 
on the expertise of the staff, their attitudes towards students with physical disabilities, and the 
willingness of the university to provide appropriate accommodation. This is corroborated by 
Ngubane-Mokiwa (2013) who highlights that the perceptions of blindness from the students’ 
perspective illustrate that the academic community does not clearly understand the condition, 
or how students with visual impairments in particular, cope with being at an ODeL institution. 
There seems to be a gap between academic and counselling departments in working together 
to help the students with visual impairments to adjust in an ODeL context.

Student Support in ODeL

Counselling is viewed as a point of entry for students to adjust to institutions of higher learning. 
Student counselling aims to bridge the gap between high school and university, by giving 
guidance and support to students; linking students with their lecturers; and introducing them to 
services that will assist them in coping with their studies. Students with visual impairments are 
often excluded from this service, as they make up a small percentage of the student community 
and may not be visible in regional service centres.

In the ODeL context, students need to understand the challenges of studying on their 
own and from a distance before they register (Ngubane-Mokiwa, 2017). To encounter a 
new environment in institutions of higher learning, where their autonomy and advocacy are 
paramount to their success, is daunting. Thus, the student with a visual impairment requires 
support services to facilitate their full integration into campus life, which consequently 
influences their transition into the employment setting.

Although student counsellors may have limited experience in dealing with students with 
visual impairments, through collaboration with lecturers and rehabilitation counsellors, the 
student counsellors can help students with disabilities to plan for careers that match their 
skills and abilities (Milsom & Hartley, 2005). Moreover, an individual’s knowledge about their 
disability, as well as the strengths and limitations associated with it, increases their likelihood of 
achieving career success.

To answer this study’s research question, the Critical Disability Theory (CDT) was employed 
to understand the concept of disability and visual impairment through the biopsychosocial 
model of disability. Furthermore, concepts from connectivism and affect ve theories were 
employed to analyse the provision of counselling and career-related services at an 
ODeL institution, while attending to the participants’ affected domain.

Conceptual Framework

The connectivism theory asserts that learning occurs when knowledge is actuated through the 
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process of a learner connecting to, and feeding information into, a learning community (Kop 
& Hill, 2008). It further examines learning within technology, where counselling services can 
accommodate students with visual impairments through the use of technology to bridge the 
distance gap. Alves, Monteiro, Rabello, Gasparetto and Monteiro de Carvalho (2009) emphasise 
that information technology allows individuals with a visual impairment to overcome a 
significant part of the difficulties they experience in daily life and offers them independence 
and autonomy on information management and access to communication, just like their peers 
with normal vision. The connectivism theory also offers a platform for students with visual 
impairments to navigate their studies wherever they are with assistance from the university, 
without physically being present.

Learning in an open distance context is centred on the theory of connectivism, which 
asserts that knowledge is distributive; that is, it is not located in any given place (and therefore 
not ‘transferred’ or ‘transacted’ per se), but rather consists of a network of connections formed 
from experience and interactions within a knowing community (Downes, 2010). The starting 
point of connectivism is an individual who is receptive to knowledge and has the ability to 
navigate sites to acquire information. Connecting to nodes or technology allows students 
to remain current in their field through the connections they have formed. The intensity of 
learning, gaining knowledge, and understanding, through the extension of a personal 
network, is the personification of connectivism (Siemens, 2004).

Students visit counselling services to address issues relating to academic, career, and 
personal challenges, hence the incorporation of the affect theory is relevant, as it is focused on 
emotions. According to Massumi (1995), affect is a matter of autonomic responses that occur 
below the threshold of consciousness and cognition, rooted in the body. Affect increases with 
the capacity to act, and the start of being capable resonates with empathies of the body and 
the world being more open to life (Massumi, 2002). Affect can be described as feelings that 
produce a change or action in our body.

There is also no single, generalised theory of affect (Gregg & Seigworth, 2010); 
however, there are many ways in which affect can be viewed. Gregg and 
Seigworth (2010) define ‘affect’ as the persistent, repetitive practice of power that 
oppresses the body and provides it with the potential to realise there is a world outside 
of these practices of power. This relates to the oppression of certain groups in institutions 
where students with disabilities are expected to study and progress in the same way as 
their counterparts. The affective nature of common behaviour belonging to certain fields of 
study, and focusing on a specific mode of study, affect students with disabilities. Hence, 
Hughes, Corcoran and Slee (2016) assert that an emotional or psychological illness, rather 
than a physical, intellectual, or sensory one, is a possible precursor to difficulties in 
engaging with the university. This relates to the bodily experiences of students who are 
visually impaired, how they navigate their learning, and how studying from a distance affects 
them in their studies.
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The United Nations (UN) Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD, 2016) deemed disability as a growing phenomenon that needs to be addressed at 
all levels of society, including universities. According to the UN, disability results when there 
are barriers limiting full participation in society, rendering others unequal. This is a move from 
the clinical-pathological model, where those students with visual impairments were viewed as 
the minority, unable to perform a task, and needing assistance. It is from this stance that 
disability was then viewed as a socially constructed phenomenon due to limitations and 
barriers created by society (Possi, 2018).

The socio-cultural model, unlike the clinical-pathological model, emphasises social justice, 
decent living standards, fair access, equitable opportunities for services and benefits and a 
determination to meet the needs of all, with a focus on the needs of the most vulnerable 
people, including students with visual impairments. This approach is inspired by the principles 
of universality, inalienability, equality, and non-discrimination, and emphasises human rights 
in the design and implementation of policies and programmes. The PSET system in South 
Africa has adopted the human rights-based model (DHET, 2018), and Unisa has consequently 
incorporated this legal framework in the policy for students with disabilities (2012).

Scotland (2012) considers philosophical assumptions to be important as it shapes the 
formulation of the problem statement and establish knowledge of the research questions of the 
study. Therefore, this study followed a socially formed stance that is subjective and multiple in 
nature. Since reality is not fixed, it gave participants the freedom to share their worldview in 
terms of how they see it, based on their subjective learning experiences.

While ontology is linked to truth, epistemology is the perspective of knowledge and 
its acceptability (Creswell & Creswell, 2019; Ishtiaq, 2019). The subjectivist 
epistemological grounding of this study suggested that the participants constructed their 
knowledge based on their different experiences, despite having a similar categorised 
impairment; that is, visual.

Moreover, as the CDT provides a conceptual framework to understand the relationship 
between impairment, disability, and society, it injects disability interests into all policy 
arenas (Hosking, 2008). As an emerging theoretical framework, the CDT was used to 
approach literature and inform the methodological process for this study, while providing 
answers to the research question:

• What are students’ counselling experiences of studying at an ODeL university while
having a visual impairment?

Research Methodology

The study employed a qualitative approach in soliciting the experiences of students with visual 
impairments studying at an ODeL university. The qualitative approach, unlike the quantitative, 
provides a means of gaining a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences (Ivankova 
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& Wingo, 2018). Consequently, the qualitative research approach was suitable for this 
study since it assumes the philosophical assumptions are a multi-layered, interactive, and 
shared social experience interpreted by the participants, based on the philosophy of qualitative 
research as a constructivist meaning (Creswell, 2015).

Population and sample frame

The population of the study consisted of students with visual impairments who were 
registered at the University of South Africa (Unisa). The sample frame, as guided by Au, Li 
and Wong (2018) and Creswell and Creswell (2019), consisted of all students who 
indicated that they are visually impaired. A purposive sampling technique was selected to 
recruit students with visual impairments registered in the College of Education, which has 
the highest enrolment of students at 116 234, which constitutes 31% of the overall registered 
student population at Unisa (2018).

Data collection techniques

Leedy and Ormond (2010) and De Vos, Strydom, Fouché and Delport (2011) state that 
semi-structured interviews are a technique researchers use to obtain a detailed view that the 
participants hold about a phenomenon. Semi-structured, in-depth interviews were 
conducted telephonically to reach out to all participants since they were in different 
provinces in the country due to the nature of the ODeL environment.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all 18 participants who responded with 
signed consent forms. Five participants were removed from the list after it was determined that 
they dropped out and were thus not appropriate for the study based on the inclusion criteria. 
Four participants experienced network connectivity challenges, and after several attempts were 
made to reconnect over a period of three weeks, their data were not integrated with those 
who remained in the study. Each interview lasted a minimum of 20 minutes. Ultimately, the 
data informing the findings of this study were from seven participants: three females and four 
males of different races, who satisfied the inclusion criterion of either being blind or having 
limited vision.

Data analysis

The raw data were transcribed verbatim and the thematic data analysis method was applied, as 
well as the guidelines provided by the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). The 
full scope of personal interactions with participants was guided by the researchers creating a 
list of significant statements, scrutinising significant statements for repetition and similarity, 
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grouping significant statements into codes and themes, and explaining ‘what’ the participants 
encountered in terms of the phenomenon. The process included a textural description, 
presenting a conceptual explanation (Smith, 2004; Smith, 2011).

ATLAS.ti qualitative data analysis software was used to analyse data by segmenting transcribed 
data into codes, categories, themes, and sub-themes in conjunction with the research question. 
Although ATLAS.ti was employed to minimise data, the researchers further manually revised 
the coding to ensure consistency and to avoid repetition. Data were not forced to fit with the 
coding (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2011; Cunningham, Weathington & Pittenger, 2013).

Ethical considerations

The study underwent a thorough ethical clearance process, and permission to conduct 
the research was granted by the College of Education. Furthermore, the research 
principles of beneficence and non-maleficence ensured that participants’ risk of harm 
was minimised. Moreover, the researchers protected participants’ anonymity, 
confidentiality, and rights, including that of withdrawing from the study without penalty 
(two participants withdrew while participating in the study).

The recruitment criteria involved sending emails to the sample that included information 
about the nature of the study and its objectives. This ethical consideration was in line with 
the Protection of Personal Information (POPI) Act (2013), as the sample is considered 
and classified as a vulnerable group.

Findings

The transcendental (descriptive) approach of IPA guided the data analysis process. It required 
the researchers to reflect on the aims and objectives of the study, which were to explore the 
experiences of students with visual impairments registered at an ODeL institution in South 
Africa. The transcribed data were coded, and the emerged themes were classified as counselling 
experiences, synergy between the departments, and accessibility of services.

Counselling experiences

The findings confirmed the ontological assumption that students with visual impairments do 
visit the counselling department for career counselling services and personal support. While a 
few did not use the career counselling services, the majority were aware of the range of 
services offered by the counselling department and used the services to choose their career 
path before they registered:
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P1: I first used counselling services because I did not know what to do and was not sure if I should do 
teaching or another degree because of my disability. I am blind, totally blind. After the sessions, I then 
decided that I will do the teaching.

Some participants accessed the services after being referred by other departments when 
they needed personal support:
P5: I have used counselling. I was stressed and frustrated after I received a lack of support from the student 
finance regarding the NSFAS bursary.

Though students did not necessarily receive counselling when they first registered, most 
were later referred by other departments. The counselling services then provided a safe space 
where students with visual impairments were able to share their frustrations. As reflected, 
Participant 5 knew that her bursary was declined, yet she needed someone to share her 
disappointment and frustration with, and find out what options were available to ensure that 
she continued with her studies.

At times, the participants experienced the counselling department as their primary contact 
with the university. This department assisted them in connecting with other departments 
and followed up for them due to the transactional distance between the participants and the 
university:
P2: The counselling staff helped me to contact NSFAS for my devices and also ARCSWiD sometimes 
because I use the electronic version, the voice material, MP3 so they have to convert for me at Pretoria 
while I am in KZN.

One participant indicated that he had no counselling experience and had not accessed 
the services as he was unaware of it. He was under the impression that one had to access the 
services by being physically present at the campus. He specified that his visual impairment 
made it difficult for him to travel to the campus as and when he needed to:
P7: I haven’t needed to utilise the counselling services. I have managed thus far. Also, transport to Unisa 
has been a problem for me to arrange.

Accessing and experiencing other student support units were emphasised, and this was one 
of the reasons participants ended up being referred to the counselling department.
P4: I am disappointed with Unisa. Despite several communications, I never received a response. Hence I 
do not qualify to write my exams.
      This notion was confirmed by another participant:
P3: I did not write all my first semester modules and I am frustrated.

Although Unisa has policies in place with regard to reasonable accommodation, students 
who enrolled in the College of Education are expected to complete practical sessions according 
to the requirements of the streams they chose. For instance, in the foundation phase, they 
perform teaching practicals at primary schools, or in the intermediate phase, they perform 
them at a high school, and so forth.

It was determined that while teaching and learning seem to be accessible at Unisa, it is a 
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challenge at places where participants are expected to do practicals, negatively impacting their 
learning experience:
P6: Teaching is accessible, and I like it, but it is difficult I don’t want to lie. When I was doing my 
practical, they did not allow me to do them. I had to find a special school to do practical, can you imagine 
that?

The participant further experienced additional financial costs due to hiring an assistant so 
that she could realise the learning outcomes.

The synergy between the departments

While sharing their experiences, it became evident that the student support departments at 
Unisa are not as interconnected as students were made to believe. Upon registration, 
participants indicated that they require counselling services and would like to be referred for 
further services support in their studies, as they are first-time students in an ODeL university. 
This was important to participants because it would assist them in adjusting after transitioning 
from high school to university, specifically with the distance mode, which they were unfamiliar 
with. They now had to study on their own, in their own space and time, without attending 
classes, as they used to in high school:
P3: I was referred to one department after the other and could not be helped. I have a plan that, in future, 
I should familiarise myself with all the departments.

This response shows that there is a disjuncture in this interconnection, which impacts 
negatively on the response time for students to acclimatise to the system. This participant, 
however, took it upon herself to acclimatise to the system and attend orientation services and 
events where possible.

While Unisa delivers services in a distance mode, it does have counselling services at all 
regional centres across the country, with convenient online services to those who cannot 
access the campuses and regional centres, including international students. Some participants 
raised concerns that when they needed counselling-related services, they were always referred 
to Pretoria, where the counselling Head Office is. This raises the question of whether Unisa’s 
regional centres have sufficient resources to assist visually impaired students:
P4: The counselling staff did not help me, but I was referred to other departments which also did not help 
me. I contacted the lecturers about the assignments, but they said they could not help me with that. As a 
result, I did not sit for this time’s exams because I did not submit my assignments.

Accessibility of services

Accessible study material in braille and electronic formats was a challenge for most participants. 
After they registered, they had to apply for their study material to be converted at the Pretoria 
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campus, and this took time.
P6: The braille and MP3 come from Pretoria, so I could not do anything at all.

The late arrival of study material has an impact on students submitting summative and 
formative assessments in time. The registration department receives the information that study 
material needs to be converted, and it is assumed that this request will reach the Advocacy and 
Resource Centre for Students with Disabilities (ARCSWiD), but in most instances, students 
must follow up to ensure this is the case.

Moreover, though the Unisa regional service centres across the country have computer 
labs that students use to complete assignments and study-related activities, students with 
visual impairments found them to be inaccessible in terms of programs that convert written 
information to voice:
P3: There are computer labs with NVDA but there are only two computers and there are many of us so 
that is a challenge. I use NSFAS and they were unable to buy me assistive devices.

The findings also suggest that a lack of technical abilities among staff in regional service 
centres to fix the specialised devices for visually impaired students, posed a challenge. Students 
must wait for assistance from Pretoria for such devices to be fixed, which delays students 
submitting their assignments timeously.
P7: I approached the staff about the accessibility of the computer lab for students with disabilities but was 
told that people from Pretoria will come to help us and I have been waiting ever since.

The students with visual impairments felt disgruntled and not supported in their study 
journey, due to the unavailability of resources, lack of support, and delayed responses from the 
university.

Discussion

The study was aimed at exploring the experiences of students with visual impairments 
studying at an ODeL institution in South Africa. Even though the university has a dedicated 
unit (ARCSWiD) and policy for students with disabilities in place, challenges continue to 
arise in accommodating students with visual impairments in one of its largest faculties, the 
College of Education.

This occurs despite a policy implementation plan being clear on how the services for 
students with disabilities will be managed and coordinated through ARCSWiD. The findings 
reveal that the responsibility is delegated to all relevant stakeholders at Unisa, who collectively 
need to ensure that equal access for students with disabilities is realised. The students with 
visual impairments are referred to the counselling department to intervene late in their year of 
study, when the students have already lost a significant amount of time in the current academic 
year. In addition, the intervention by counselling staff was deemed ineffective, and some 
participants indicated that they had to drop out, while considering registering in the following 
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semester. The evidence of a disjuncture between the departments confirms the absence of 
synergy between the departments, leaving no one to take accountability for services not being 
rendered, as indicated by the participants.

Moreover, students registered in this college not only experience institutional barriers, but 
also face challenges when doing practicals at assigned schools. The institutional policy does 
not take this into account in ensuring that its students are protected and continue to receive 
support services accordingly.

Although the findings of this study cannot be generalised due to the nature of the small 
sample size, the study has demonstrated research rigour and trustworthiness, and congruence 
between the findings and the reality at Unisa’s counselling department. The researchers and 
participants engaged in an interactive process where research data were collected and analysed, 
and multiple realities were explored and realised meaningfully through interaction and 
engagement (Punch, 2005). It was determined that Unisa’s counselling department at Pretoria 
(head office seems to be well resourced and inpire confidence among students with visual 
impairments from the College of Education, which might not be the case at some regional 
service centres across the country.

From the findings it was also noted that the strategies that were applied to ensure that the 
participants received information sheets and were requested to sign the consent form, binding 
themselves to share honest experiences, increased the credibility of the collected data. 
This suggests that the findings may be applied to other settings, and with a different sample 
frame of a similar population, to ensure transferability.

The findings further reiterated the view by Teferra and Altbach (2004) regarding this century 
being a knowledge era, because it has created an unstoppable demand for access to higher 
education in Africa, since higher education is recognised as a key force for modernisation and 
development. Nonetheless, this access seems to be lacking for students with visual 
impairments, as they struggle to access information at Unisa’s regional centres near their homes. 
Students with visual impairments are accessing information and communications technology 
(ICT) services at the regional centres, only to find that the computer labs do not have 
enough computers installed with compatible software to reasonably accommodate the 
visually impaired, or there is a low turnout of skilled staff members to orientate the students.

Recommendations

The following recommendations flow from the findings of the study. The first 
recommendation responds to the actions to be undertaken by the institution of higher 
learning to address the synergy between departments. This should be approached by ensuring 
that the disability unit is linked to broader strategic priorities to enhance the access and 
participation of students with visual impairments in ODeL.
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Secondly, the ODeL University should look into alternative methods for the conversion of 
material to braille and electronic formats. The impression was that this is a lengthy process, and 
by the time students receive study materials and prescribed textbooks in the requested formats, 
the semester is halfway through, thus creating pressure and causing some students to drop out 
in the current semester. This affects Unisa s overall progress and student success rate.

As a result, there should be alternative formative and summative assessments, since the 
conversion of study material takes time, thereby, disadvantaging the said population.

The ODeL University should also consider designing and implementing graduate and 
job readiness workshops specifically for students with visual impairments, to improve their 
chances of finding employment. The university may also empower this population of 
students by employing them as student workers or on fixed terms to gain work experience. 
This will address matters raised by the participants regarding transport costs and the 
challenges they experience when coming to campus, the financial costs associated with 
teaching practices when they are placed at schools, including payment for assistants should 
the need arise. This move will also enable the university to accelerate its employment 
equity plan should the assumption that they are lacking in that area be found to be true, as 
this is a national imperative.

Lastly, all staff employed at the computer labs should be trained in using and 
providing support for students with visual impairments on specialised computer programs 
like JAWS and NVDA, since Abner and Lahm (2002) believe that university training and 
professional development should address competence in teaching. It was established in the 
findings that where there are computer labs, either computers do not have the necessary 
software, or staff members are unable to assist.

It is envisaged that the presented findings will inform Unisa’s strategies regarding students 
with disabilities, as well as other related student support services to accommodate students 
with visual impairments. by making counselling services central to student support.

Future Research

Future research should be conducted on retention strategies for students with visual 
impairments in ODeL institutions. The strategies may inform the attrition and retention rates 
for this population of students. Secondly, the College of Education should develop inclusive 
strategies to accommodate students with visual impairments in their teaching practice 
modules, and ensure reasonable accommodation where they are placed when conducting 
their teaching practicals.
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