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Abstract 
 
 

This study was aimed to explore challenges of students with disabilities in higher 

education institutions in Namibia, as narrated and illustrated by themselves.  Mixed 

methodologies, with specific reference to a small-scale quantitative survey and extensive 

qualitative design were employed as tools to understand the prevalence, extent and 

nature of challenges of students with disabilities in their pursuance of higher education 

in Namibia.  Data was thus collected in two phases.  The first phase consisted of a ten-

item quantitative-survey which was largely used to determine the prevalence of students 

with disabilities in higher education institutions, and basic information regarding 

institutional standpoints pertaining to students with disabilities.  Data acquired through 

this survey confirmed the prevalence of students with disabilities in Namibian higher 

education institutions. 

 

The second phase represented the qualitative design whereby data was collected through 

three main methodologies namely a narrative diary-based approach, a photo-voice and 

individual interviews.  These methodologies ensured reliability of the data through 

triangulation.   

 

The study confirmed that inclusive education at the higher education level in Namibia 

was largely achieved through the goal of access, as all higher education institutions have 

admitted students with observable as well as hidden disabilities.  However, a major 

finding of the study was that support and provision for students with disabilities was 

rendered in fragmented portions within and across institutions, and that the goals of 

equity and equality have not yet been achieved to the desired degree, if inclusive 

education was to become a reality for students with disabilities in higher education in 

Namibia.  Students reported challenges related to physical accessibility of institutions; 

unavailability of educational material in alternative, as opposed to traditional formats; 

lack of sensitivity and skills of staff; as well as lack of structured support systems. The 

study also revealed that, notwithstanding the challenges students faced in their 
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institutions, students with disabilities continued to perform their academic duties to the 

best of their abilities and were driven by their individual personal philosophies, many of 

which spoke of perseverance and courage, to make a success of their studies.   

 

Key concepts 
 

Inclusive education, students with disabilities; physical, social and academic 

accessibility; visual impairment; physical disability; Braille; support structures, special 

needs education, narrative research, photo-voice. 
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1 

CHAPTER ONE  
 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
TO THE STUDY 

 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

Namibia is situated on the southwestern coast of Africa sharing borders with South 

Africa in the south, Angola in the north, Zambia and Zimbabwe in the north-east and 

Botswana on the east.  Its physical landscape covers 824 292 square kilometers 

housing a population of 2.04 million (Central Bureau of Statistics 2006:2).  Namibia 

attained independence from the South African regime on 21 March 1990 after a long 

history of colonization, first under German, and later under South African rule.  The 

country is divided into 13 political regions. 

 

 
Figure 1: Map of Namibia 

 
 
Prior to independence, the education system of Namibia was characterized by 

segregation along racial lines.  Many children, especially those from black 
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communities did not attend school, dropped out of school without completing basic 

education, or had to be content with secondary education as the highest level of 

education they could attain.  Given the limited higher education opportunities in the 

country and the funds needed to attend higher education in neighbouring countries, 

higher education remained an illusion for many Namibians (IDAF 1989:46; Mutorwa 

2002:5). 

 

For persons with disabilities, higher education was rarely an option.  Many dropped 

out of school due to harsh conditions that prevailed in schools, and those who 

completed secondary school had no means of attending higher education in 

neighbouring countries.  Higher education policies were insensitive toward disability.  

Attitudes and myths condemned people with disabilities to uselessness; role models of 

people with disabilities with higher education qualifications were rare, and going 

away from the supportive home environment would be unwise if one had a disability. 

 

At independence, the Namibian government made education a right for all, with basic 

education being free and compulsory (Ministry of Information and Broadcasting 

1990).  The government also had access, quality, equality and democracy as 

educational goals (Ministry of Education 1993:32).  These goals made it possible for 

all Namibians to have equal opportunities to access quality education within the 

newly established democracy. 

 

The Namibian government also paid attention to persons with disabilities.  In 1997, a 

national policy on disability was formulated and adopted by the cabinet.  This policy 

paved the way for the access and equity goals to be realized for persons with 

disabilities in higher education.  As a result, an increase in the numbers of students 

with disabilities entering higher education institutions after their successful 

completion of secondary education has been observed.  This inclusion calls for a 

closer examination into what happens to students with disabilities beyond the access 

goal.  The researcher was interested in finding out how institutions of higher 

education responded to the growing presence of students with disabilities in higher 

education institutions, and what challenges students with disabilities faced in such 

institutions.  It is the hope of the researcher that, once these challenges have been 

spoken about and shared, institutions of higher education will be able to assess their 
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practices and provisions for students with disabilities and most likely embark upon 

more inclusive practices. 

 

This study is an exploration of challenges of students with disabilities in higher 

education institutions in Namibia.  The inclusive education philosophy gained 

international momentum in the 1990’s, reaching a climax in 1994 at the Salamanca 

Conference.  It has largely focused on children of school going age, and on 

developing schools into welcoming niches in which children with special needs would 

feel embraced.  Little emphasis has been placed on students with disabilities in 

institutions of higher education, particularly in Africa.  More so, very little research-

based knowledge about the challenges of students with disabilities in higher education 

in Namibia is recorded. 

 

The current research was conducted in the six higher education institutions in 

Namibia and made use of mixed methodologies to gather both baseline and in-depth 

information regarding the inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education. 

 

The dissertation consists of six chapters.  Chapter one will provide the introduction 

and background to the study; chapter two will present the theoretical framework as 

well as previous studies conducted in the field of inclusive education and higher 

education; chapter three will provide a view about developmental profiles of young 

adults in higher education; chapter four takes the reader through methodology and 

methodological decisions taken in the process of conducting the study; in chapter five, 

the researcher presents and discusses the data; and chapter six is the chapter in which 

final conclusions and recommendations are made. 

 

  



4 
 

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 
 

1.2.1 Pre-independence provision of education to learners with 

special needs in Namibia 
 

Before independence in 1990, Namibia had four sets of education systems: traditional 

education; missionary education; education under German colonialism; and the 

ethnically disaggregated South African education system (Möwes 2002:89). 

 

Traditional education was delivered as an integrated part of daily life activities, 

carried over not by specialists outside the home, but by socialization agents in and 

around the home. Across all Namibian ethnic groups, all adults in a community had 

the responsibility to teach and mould the child through folk tales, games, poetry, 

songs, dance and games.  The main aim was to transmit a communities’ cultural 

heritage, beliefs, values and morals (Ellis 1984 cited by Möwes 2002:90).  Different 

cultures had belief systems regarding disabilities.  In the Ovambo culture, the birth of 

a child with a disability was attributed to witchcraft, and because of this label, 

children with disabilities were kept out of the public eye.  In the Caprivi region, 

children who were deaf were perceived to be witches who communicated with 

supernatural powers at night (Haihambo & Lightfoot 2008:6). Many of these beliefs 

are no longer in existence, but some have been carried over to current years. 

 

The missionary education period saw the establishment of schools with a strong aim 

of converting Namibians to Christianity.  The Finnish and Rhenish missionaries 

established schools in Namibia, in which girls were mainly trained in domestic 

chores, while boys were trained in gardening, building and road mapping.  While it is 

generally assumed that during this period there was no specialized education (Möwes 

2002:91), it was the Finnish missionaries that later, in 1973 established the first 

special school for blacks, catering for the deaf and blind in northern Namibia 

currently known as Eluwa Special School (Eluwa Special School 2000:3).  Eluwa 

Special School is in Ongwediva, Oshana region. 
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Education during German rule did not seem to have paid special attention to children 

with special needs.  The researcher has not come across literature on Namibian 

education that makes reference to the organization of special education during 

German rule.  What could be accessed about education during the German rule is that 

blacks were presented an education aimed at serving the masters, and to keep them 

inferior and without critical thinking skills.  Although the missionaries provided 

education, the curriculum was prescribed by the German rulers and had to simply 

focus on biblical knowledge and minor German communication skills (Avoseh 

1999:2; Katjavivi 1988:11). 

 

Education during South-African rule set the foundation for ethnic segregation that 

continued until 1990, when independence was attained.  While no special provision 

was made for black children with special needs, white parents with children with 

special needs took the initiative, via their contacts in neighbouring South Africa, to 

have their children with physical and mental disabilities sent to that country for 

education in special institutions, while children with behavioural difficulties, mainly 

delinquents, were sent to South Africa for rehabilitation (Muller 2000 cited by Möwes 
2002:95). 

 

The Apartheid era from 1948 saw various commissions recommending segregated 

education for whites (superior) and blacks (inferior).  Special education provisions for 

white children started in the form of opportunity classes at primary schools in 1950. 

Eros Primary School was the first school in the then South West Africa (now 

Namibia) to introduce opportunity classes.  This practice was expanded to other white 

schools in the country.  Later, remedial classes were introduced in almost all the white 

schools, and were later expanded to coloured schools.  No specialized education was 

offered to children of the other ethnic groups (Möwes 2002:99). 

 

According to the International Defense and Aid Fund for Southern Africa (IDAF) 

(1989:47), one of the aims of Bantu education was to expand primary education to 

increase the general literacy of workers, and to deliberately suppress secondary and 

tertiary education.  This was to prevent blacks from rising to higher social and 

economic levels.  As a result, there was no secondary education available for blacks in 
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Namibia until 1953.  In the northern Bantustans, secondary education was only 

offered from 1961. 

 

Education was largely segregated and controlled by way of second tier authorities 

arranged according to ethnic groups.  These were also responsible for higher and 

technical education, which was offered in institutions in Windhoek and some black 

high schools.  There is no mention of how education for individuals with disabilities 

was organized (IDAF 1989:47; Mutorwa 2002:7).  Beside the education system, 

churches played an important role in providing secondary education to blacks.  

Although the churches are not mentioned in available documented sources as having 

provided special education to children with disabilities, their contribution to this effect 

are well known by those who have attended institutions such as Engela Rehabilitation 

Center, Eluwa Special School, and later the Cheshire Homes in the Omusati and the 

Caprivi regions. 

 

Mutorwa (2002:7) describes access to education prior to 1990 as follows: 

 
“The education system in a pre-independence Namibia was characterized by 
unequal access to education and training at all levels.  It was inefficient, 
ineffective, wasteful, fragmented, racial, ethnic and unequal” (Mutorwa 
2002:7).   

 

During the 1970’s and 1980’s more special schools started to open their doors to a 

very few black children who happened to be screened, mostly by chance.  These 

included Engela Vocational Training Centre; Ehafo Production Centre and Jürgen-

Wahn Centre for people with severe mental disabilities (Möwes 2002:101).  It has to 

be acknowledged that stigma was attached to special schools, and not many parents 

wanted to be associated with them.  By the time of independence in 1990, pressure 

groups, including Namibia National Students’ Organization (NANSO) and Namibia 

National Teachers’ Union (NANTU), had laid the foundation for ethnic integration in 

education.  Parents of children of all racial groups started in large numbers to seek 

admission to special schools but limited space was available.  

 

With regard to higher education, IDAF (1989:49) reports that higher education and 

vocational training facilities for black Namibians were limited to the extent that in 
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1986, only 104 black students were pursuing full-time technical training at tertiary 

level.  The Academy for Tertiary Education, which later became the University of 

Namibia, was established in 1980 and offered mainly teaching and secretarial courses; 

the only institution offering university-level education in Namibia at that time.  In 

1985, the Academy was restructured by virtue of Act 9 of 1985 to assume university 

level status with three sections: the University component focusing on teacher 

education, the Technicon of Namibia offering mainly diploma courses, and the 

College for Out-of-School training offering mainly certificate courses in secretarial as 

well as other vocational training fields.  In 1987, only 12 degrees were conferred upon 

black graduates.  

 

Shortly after independence, the three components were merged and re-divided to form 

two higher education institutions namely the University of Namibia and the 

Polytechnic of Namibia (IDAF 1989:49; Otaala 2003:478).  More information about 

the different higher education institutions in their current form will be presented in 

chapter five of this dissertation. 

 

In most of the literature reviewed for this study, no specific mention is made for 

students with disabilities in higher education. 

 

1.2.2 Post-independence provision of special needs education 
 

At independence in 1990, Namibia adopted the policy of Education for All, enshrined 

in Article 20 of the Namibian Constitution, as quoted in Towards Education for All 

(Ministry of Education 1993:3).  Article 20 of the Namibian Constitution states that: 

 

 “All persons shall have the right to education” (1990:3). 

 

Furthermore, the Jomtien Conference, to which Namibia is signatory, states that: 

 
“Every person, child youth and adult, shall be able to benefit from 
educational opportunities designed to meet their basic needs” (1993:3). 
 
“Meeting basic learning needs constitutes a common and universal human 
responsibility” (1993:8). 



8 
 

“We, the participants in the World Conference on Education for All, reaffirm 
the right of all people to education” (UNDP, UNESCO, World Bank, 
1990:2–9). 

 

Mutorwa (2002:11) states that independence in 1990 brought new hopes to black 

Namibians, who were looking forward to the new political dispensation to put in place 

living conditions that were in line with universally accepted norms and human rights.  

In responding to this, the new government expanded access to education by elevating 

education to a basic fundamental human right. 

 

According to Mutorwa (2002:14), the new government has redefined access to 

education to mean: 

• Bringing into the system learners who had been deprived of educational 

opportunities. 

• Providing education for, and to, all. 

• Creating more physical infrastructure and ensuring more places in educational 

settings. 

• Eradicating physical and psychological barriers that hinder learners from 

attending school. 

• Establishing adult literacy, distance and open learning programmes. 

• Convincing parents that education of their children is a future investment. 

 

It is obvious that most of these goals have been attained for the ordinary learner 

without major special needs.  It is however clear that despite the commitment to 

EDUCATION FOR ALL, learners with disabilities were not particularly targeted for 

this expanded access at the time of independence.  Later efforts that led to the 

National Policy Guidelines for Educationally Marginalized Children (2002) and 

recently the formulation of the National Policy on Inclusive Education (Draft) 

(Ministry of Education 2009) provide evidence of the prioritization of the education 

of children with disabilities.  These policies encompass individuals at all levels of 

education, including those at the higher education level. 

 
  



9 
 

1.2.3 Higher education provision to students with disabilities in post-

independence Namibia 
 

With the opening of opportunities of access to education for all Namibians at all 

levels, many young adults who completed secondary school started to seek access to 

higher education, with prospects of obtaining better jobs after completion of higher 

education.  Persons with disabilities were also part of this movement, but it was not as 

smooth for them.  Generally, they had many limitations at the secondary school level 

to enable them to attain tertiary education entry results.  They had to face negative 

attitudes toward their inclusion.  Namibians, like many other nations, supported the 

concept of special schools for persons with disabilities, and despite the absence of 

special universities or colleges, existing higher education institutions were largely not 

ready to admit students with disabilities. 

 

International developments in the field of special education, and the promotion of 

inclusive education at school level, have resulted in increased efforts and demands 

from persons with disabilities to gain access to higher education institutions. 

 

The National Federation for Persons with Disabilities in Namibia (NFPDN) has also 

served as a pressure group for students with disabilities to gain access to these 

institutions.  The challenge, however, remains the inability of institutions of higher 

education to register, support and retain students with special needs and disabilities.  

 

In 2002, the then Ministry of Higher Education and Employment Creation 

commissioned a study on the access of tertiary education by students with visual 

impairment in Namibia (Magweva & Mavundukure 2002).  The aim was to assess the 

situation for an envisaged pilot project on inclusion of students with disabilities at one 

of the colleges of education.  The report yielded much interest and concern on the 

access of tertiary education by students with visual impairment in particular, and those 

with other disabilities in general.  Based on the recommendations of the Magweva and 

Mavundukure (2002) report in 2003, the Ministry of Education introduced a pilot 

study of inclusion of students with visual disabilities at Ongwediva College of 

Education (Ministry of Education 2003:8).   
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Ongwediva College of Education accommodates students with mild to profound 

visual impairments and operates a Resource Centre equipped with some of the 

assistive devices needed to support students with visual impairment.  The Resource 

Centre was also provided with an expatriate technical resource person to render 

technical services including Braille and Sign Language interpretation as well as well 

as enhancing the capacity of teaching staff and students in both Braille and Sign 

Language.  A local member of staff was expected to understudy this expatriate 

resource person so that at the end of the contract of the expatriate, the skills would 

have been imparted to a local person who could take over.  Skills of this nature take 

long to master, and therefore, there still remains a need for staff members currently 

serving as service providers to students to receive further training (Ministry of 

Education 2003:8).   

 

The University of Namibia has, over the twelve years of its existence, enrolled 

students with mild to moderate disabilities, especially those of a physical nature.  A 

few students with physical disabilities such as those using crutches, one with a 

hunchback, and some with learning difficulties have gone through the university 

system.  Some have successfully completed their education, while others have 

dropped out (Annual Report 2006, Department of Educational Psychology and 

Inclusive Education 2006).  However, in 2003, the university had for the first time 

enrolled two students with severe and profound disabilities: one deaf and one blind.  

In 2004, another blind student entered the University.  In addition to these, there were 

a number of students with physical disabilities in the University of Namibia (Faculty 

of Education 2007:9, unpublished). 

 

Other institutions of higher education such as the Polytechnic of Namibia as well as 

colleges of education have also been enrolling students with disabilities. This positive 

step has been embraced by the disability movement, but has also posed many 

challenges to the then Ministry of Higher Education and Employment Creation (now 

Ministry of Education), the institutions of higher education, and the students with 

disabilities.  All stakeholders had to respond to this kind of diversity.  Institutional 

management had to provide resources and leadership; academic staff had to adjust 

their teaching styles; students with disabilities had to cope in environments that were 

not necessarily responsive to their needs.  Institutions of higher education in Namibia 
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have students with disabilities who, in most cases, are left to fend for themselves or 

rely heavily on assistance of friends and sympathizers.  The research reported herein 

sought to solicit information from students with observable severe to profound 

disabilities in Namibian institutions of higher education about their challenges and 

general experiences in their institutions of higher education. 

 

Although inclusion is a wide concept encompassing learners and students from 

marginalized groups including those affected and infected by HIV and AIDS, those 

from ethnic and sexual minorities as well as those from linguistic and ethnic 

backgrounds that are not shared by the majority in a particular educational setting, the 

researcher in this study is interested in inclusion in relation to disability.  This 

decision was based on the assumption that there are more barriers and resistance to 

the inclusion of persons with disabilities as opposed to other marginalized groups.  In 

the next section, the researcher discusses disability prevalence in Namibia. 

 

1.2.4 Disability prevalence in Namibia 
 

The SINTEF and University of Namibia Report (2002:10) estimates the disability 

prevalence in Namibia at one point twenty four percent (urban) and 1.6 percent (rural) 

respectively.  These disabilities range from physical, sensory, intellectual and learning 

nature.  A disability classified distinction revealed that 21 percent of Namibians with 

disabilities were affected by hearing impairments, 35 percent with visual impairment, 

11 percent with speech and communication impairments, 37 percent with physical 

impairments and five percent with developmental or mental impairments (Central 

Bureau of Statistics 2004:4).  In all but one case (developmental or mental 

impairments) these figures indicate a decrease when compared to the 1991 census.  
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Figure 2: Disability statistics Central Bureau of Statistics 2004 
 

 
 
 
These statistics correlate with those of the World Health Organization (WHO) 

(2008:4) that reports that an estimated 10 percent of the global population, 

approximately 650 million people, is affected by some type of disability.  According 

to this report, the most common disabilities result from chronic conditions such as 

cardiovascular and respiratory diseases, cancer and diabetes, injuries, mental illnesses, 

malnutrition, HIV and AIDS and other infectious diseases.  Contrary to the Namibian 

statistics, the WHO reports an increase in the number of people with disabilities as a 

result of population growth, general expanded life expectancy and medical advances 

of life prolonging medications. 

 

Mehta (2008:14) in the University of Namibia- University of Toronto 2008 Student 

Partnership Programme (2008:14) made the following observations regarding the 

status of persons with disabilities in Namibia: 

• Persons with disabilities are not acknowledged as much as they should, due to 

their previously disadvantaged status. 

• The country lacks enabling infrastructure to ensure that people with 

disabilities have access to resources and information. 

• Lack of access to education is a major concern and many persons with 

disability still fear discrimination in the education arena. 
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• Persons with disabilities also lack the initiative to demand for services, or 

make use of the resources available to them. 

 

The above observations are in line with findings of Zimba, Haihambo and February 

(2004:41) that revealed that parents of children with disabilities were rejected, while 

some children with disabilities were bullied and teased at schools for having 

disabilities. 

 

1.2.5 Perceptions regarding disabilities in Namibia 
 

Like many other African countries, Namibia is a multi-cultural democracy, and it is 

not surprising that each of these cultural groups have their own perceptions, beliefs 

and myths regarding disabilities. Fifty percent of the population belongs to the 

Ovambo ethnic group, nine percent to the Kavango, nine percent to the Herero; seven 

percent to the Damara, five percent to the Nama, four percent to the Caprivian, three 

percent to the San; two percent to the Baster and zero point five percent to the Tswana 

ethnic groups.  Six percent of the population is classified as white (SINTEF & 

University of Namibia 2002:23).  

 
 

 

Figure 3: Population breakdown by ethnic group (SINTEF& University of Namibia 
2002:23) 
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It is generally understood that a people’s culture sets the foundation for their ideas, 

values and practices in different social contexts.  Abosi (2007:198) agrees with this 

view, as he stresses that African people in general tend to be influenced by their 

cultural belief- and value systems.  He brings forward an observation that the average 

African views the occurrence of disabilities as a punishment for some wrongdoing 

against ancestors or a super power.  These views are shared by Tirussew (2001:58).  

Africans, he says, are superstitious with regard to disability and since a child is seen 

as an extension of the parents or family, disability in a child is viewed to reflect on a 

wrong-doing by the family.  Teachers, who are part and parcel of their communities, 

are not excluded from holding such views and excluding or ignoring children with 

disabilities.  These and other forms of stigmatization against children and youth with 

disabilities have led to their marginalization in educational settings. 

 

 
Figure 4: Spiritual beliefs (SINTEF & University of Namibia 2002:19) 

 
 
 
Figure four indicates that the majority, ninety percent of the Namibia population, 

consists of Christians of different denominations, while ten percent is said to consist 

of other beliefs.  It must be noted however that, in both groups, there is likelihood that 

people will have myths regarding disabilities.  It is from this background that the 

researcher argues that legal frameworks seem to have much less impact on the access 

of persons with disabilities to higher education than does the social context.  This is 

confirmed by Amstrong and Barton (1999:3) when they argue that disabling barriers 

of an institutional, attitudinal, material and ideological nature are largely viewed 
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through cultural influences on how disabling images are established and how persons 

with disabilities perceive and deal with ignorance, superstition, fear and prejudice that 

are part of their daily lives.  Institutions of higher education are micro-systems in 

which students with disabilities, together with their peers, arm themselves with 

knowledge and skills to fill their places as professionals in their communities and 

society.  Although in this study the researcher does not intend to conduct cross-

cultural analyses, acknowledgement will be given to heterogeneity and diversity of 

the population insofar as it dictates individual and group responses to disability within 

the academic milieu. 

 

It has been noticed that the implementation of inclusive education policy is 

experiencing problems in various regions in Namibia (Zimba et al 2004:24).  While 

inclusion by default is becoming more prevalent (Zimba, Mostert, Hengari, 

Haihambo-Muetudhana, Möwes & Mwoombola 2002:80), the actual accommodation 

of students with special needs in education at all levels is largely left to the discretion 

of institutional management and educators, many of whom are of the opinion that they 

cannot handle students with disabilities.  The next section provides the conceptual 

understanding of inclusive education. 

 

1.2.6 The concept of inclusive education 
 

In its wide context, inclusive education is an approach that focuses on the provision of 

education for all children, youths and adults with various special needs arising from 

various circumstances, and responses of communities and societies to those 

circumstances.  Because of this target population, inclusive education is parallel to 

Education for All, as described in the quote below: 

 
“The key challenge is to ensure that the broad vision of Education for All as 
an inclusive concept is reflected in national government and funding agency 
policies. Education for All … must take account of the need of the poor and 
the most disadvantaged, including working children, remote rural dwellers 
and nomads, and ethnic and linguistic minorities, children, young people and 
adults affected by conflict, HIV/AIDS, hunger and poor health; and those 
with special learning needs” (UNESCO 2003:4). 
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For Bevan-Brown (2006:221), inclusion means that people from various backgrounds 

and diversity in terms of skin colour, gender, socio-economic status, religion, 

capability, sexual orientation, ethnicity, culture or physical appearance have the right 

to be treated with equality, respect and dignity and be regarded as valued members of 

communities and society. 

 

In the current dissertation, the researcher is concerned with inclusive education only 

in relation to students with disabilities.  The researcher does not underestimate the 

special needs of all other groups of students within the umbrella definition, but she 

had to take a practical decision to address one particular issue.  Other researchers are 

encouraged to address the remaining groups of students with special needs that are not 

necessarily related to disabilities. 

 

Inclusion is a term used in disability circles to convey the idea that all education 

systems should freely and without any excuses accommodate any person with a 

disability without imposing any restrictions or limitations of any kind. Inclusion thus 

does not end at ensuring that children and adults with disabilities attend any school or 

institution of their choice.  It has become an all encompassing practice of making sure 

that people of differing abilities should be given opportunities to participate in all 

activities of their choice, and be accorded the support they need in order to achieve 

their goals and those of their communities. 

 

Over the past three decades, there has been a clear metamorphosis in the education of 

persons with disabilities and special needs internationally.  In the 1960’s, segregation 

was a common practice and during this time, charitable and religious organizations 

started to build special homes for children and adults with disabilities (Johnsen & 

Skjørten 2001:24).  The quality of life of persons with disabilities in these settings 

was predominantly limited.  International human rights organizations started 

registering their dissatisfaction with the situation in such homes, and especially with 

the isolation of people with disabilities from their families (Cushner, McClellend & 

Safford 1996:162). 

 

Advocacy led to a shift towards normalization with an emphasis on the Least 

Restrictive Environment (LRE) concept.  The LRE concept implied that, to the 
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maximum extent and as far as possible, children with disabilities should be educated 

in regular classrooms with their peers without disabilities and only be withdrawn for 

the purposes of receiving specialized services (Cushner et al 1996:162). 

 

Normalization meant “making available to all persons with mental retardation patterns 

of life and conditions of everyday living which are as close as possible to regular 

circumstances and ways of life of society” Cushner et al (1996:161).  These initial 

stages gave rise to special needs education, which gave recognition and appreciation 

to diversity (Johnsen & Skjørten 2001:23).  Special needs education can be described 

as the education of persons with disabilities or impairments, with a focus on 

possibilities and abilities.   

 

Integration and mainstreaming were used as ways of rendering education to children 

and youths with disabilities and special needs in the same educational institutions as 

their peers with specified shared activities.  This approach remained predominant until 

the late 1980’s and early 1990’s.  These initial processes formed the philosophical and 

legal cornerstones of inclusive education. 

 

The polarization of educational streams created by integration and mainstreaming 

started to be viewed as insufficient in terms of serving children with disabilities in 

education (UNESCO 1994:5).  Hence the movement toward inclusive education that 

started officially as a global approach in 1994 at the Salamanca Conference. 

 

According to Zimba, Wahome, Legesse, Hengari, Hengari, Haihambo-Muetudhana & 

Möwes (1999:100), inclusive education is based on the understanding that all learners 

should be considered, embraced and catered for as viable members of educational 

communities.  Zimba et al (1999:102) continue to state that, in inclusive education 

settings, academic achievement should be promoted; functional skills should be 

enhanced and harmonious interaction between and among people from various 

backgrounds, capacities, cultures and abilities should be facilitated.  This description 

is supported by Bronfenbrenner (1979:144) who emphasizes the effects of the 

environment on the development of a human being who interacts with it and in it.  

 



18 
 

In line with the above, the National Centre on Inclusive Education and Restructuring 

(NCERI) quoted by Daniels and Garner (1999:13) defines inclusive education as: 

 

“providing to all students, including those with significant disabilities, 
equitable opportunities to receive effective educational services, in age-
appropriate classes in their neighborhood schools, in order to prepare 
students for productive lives as full members of society”. 

 

Furthermore, Daniels and Garner (1999:15) describe inclusive education as the 

affirmation of the need to redefine the public education system to meet the needs of 

contemporary societies, and the replacement of the segregated special education 

system with one that has educational and social benefits to both students with, and 

without, special needs.   

 

Concurring with the above, Engelbrecht, Green, Sigamoney and Engelbrecht 

(1999:19) describe inclusive education as an education system that takes cognizance 

of the diverse needs of learners.  This places a requirement on education systems to be 

structured in a way that will facilitate the total integration of all learners, regardless of 

the learning contexts, contents and opportunities. 

 

In an attempt to respond to the question: “What do we mean by Inclusion?” 

Humphrey (2008:41) acknowledges the absence of a universally agreed upon 

definition before settling for the four-levels definition of the philosophy of inclusion, 

namely presence, participation, acceptance and achievement. In this context, presence 

refers to the promotion of the visibility of persons with disabilities in ordinary 

learning contexts without the use of “withdrawal classes or other forms of integrated 

segregation” (Humphrey 2008:42).  Acceptance refers to the degree to which persons 

without disabilities acknowledges diversity and the right of those who are different 

from them to operate in similar educational and social settings without making them 

feel as if they do not belong. Participation on the other hand, refers to the 

involvement of persons with disabilities in the quality of their learning experiences.  

Achievement refers to the promotions of higher academic progress with better socio-

emotional interactions in inclusive settings. 
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UNESCO (2005:15) operationalizes the concept of inclusion as: “a process of 

addressing and responding to the diversity of needs of all learners through increasing 

participation in learning, cultures and communities, and reducing exclusion within 

and from education.  It involves changes and modifications in content, approaches, 

structures and strategies, with a common vision which covers all children of the 

appropriate age-range and a conviction that it is the responsibility of the regular 

system to educate all children.  Rather than being a marginal issue on how some 

learners can be integrated in mainstream education, inclusive education is an approach 

that looks into how to transform education systems and other learning environments 

in order to respond to the diversity of learners.” 

 

In elaboration of this definition, UNESCO (2005:14) identifies four cornerstones of 

inclusion: 

• Inclusion should be a continuous activity of finding improved ways of 

responding to diverse needs of learners. 

• Efforts to reduce elements that may have negative impacts on learning should 

be a continuous process. 

• All learners should be given an opportunity to experience success in the 

learning milieu. 

• Inclusion targets learners who, for one reason or another may fall in a risk-

category. 

 

Naanda (2005:16) reiterates that the success of inclusive education depends largely on 

the commitment to change attitudes, policies and teaching approaches, while the 

needs of children enjoy priority in the planning and running of educational 

programmes.  Some factors are necessary for successful inclusive education 

programmes, as per various scholars quoted by Naanda (2005:17) as follows: 

 

Ainscow (1995) in Naanda (2005:17): 

• Effective leadership, not only by school principals, but by all role players in a 

school. 

• Wider community involvement of all key players such as parents, teachers, 

learners and community members in school policies and decisions. 
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• A commitment to collaborative planning. 

• Coordination strategies. 

• Attention to potential benefits of enquiry and reflection. 

• Staff development policy. 

 

Lipsky and Gartner (1999) in Naanda (2005:17): 

• Shared inclusive education philosophy and practices by all key role players. 

• A shared belief in the capacity of ALL children to learn, and ALL children to 

benefit from education when learning takes place in inclusive settings. 

• Recognition of children as individuals with unique needs and strengths, and 

zero- tolerance for labeling or categorization. 

• Open and welcoming environments in neighbourhood schools to embrace 

children with special needs. 

• Availability of support in regular school system. 

 

Scruggs and Mastropieri (1994) in Naanda (2005:17): 

• Administrative support for inclusive education. 

• Availability of support from skilled special education personnel. 

• Appropriate (flexible) curriculum. 

• Effective general teaching skills. 

• Encourage peer support practices. 

 

Naicker (1999) in Naanda (2005:18):  

• A single, not segregated, education system. 

• Availability of support services which provides options for the provision of 

education. 

• Support from educators with specialized skills drawn from communities, 

families and Non-Governmental organizations. 

• Opportunities for human resource development. 

• A shared understanding that all learners can succeed, though not at the same 

pace. 

• Each successful learning experience is valued and viewed as a building block 

for future successes. 
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• Schools are fundamental in instilling conditions for success at school. 

 

Central in all these fundamental principles are a common understanding, commitment 

and acceptance of the inclusive education ideology, combined efforts to create 

welcoming schools where all learners are enabled to succeed, creation of 

opportunities; embracing of parents and communities; including everybody in 

planning, and political will. 

 

Ainscow (2007:155) echoes almost all the above and summarizes the elements of 

inclusive education in this quote: 

 

“Inclusion is a process.  This means, inclusion has to be seen as a 
never-ending search to find better ways of responding to diversity.  It is 
about learning how to live with difference, and learning how to learn 
from difference.  In this way, differences come to be seen more 
positively as a stimulus for fostering learning, amongst children and 
adults. 
 
Inclusion is concerned with the identification and removal of barriers.  
Consequently, it involves collecting, collating and evaluating 
information from a wide variety of sources in order to plan for 
improvements in policy and practice. It is about using evidence of 
various kinds to stimulate creativity and problem-solving (Ainscow 
2007:155). 
 
Inclusion is about the presence, participation and achievement of all 
students.  Here ‘presence’ is concerned with where children [and 
adults] are educated, how reliable and punctually they attend, 
‘participation’ relates to the quality of their experiences whilst they are 
there and, therefore, must incorporate the views of the learners 
themselves; and achievement is about the outcomes of learning across 
the curriculum, not merely test or examination results. 
 
Inclusion involves a particular emphasis on those groups of learners 
[students] who may be at risk of marginalization, exclusion or 
underachievement.  These include the moral responsibility to ensure 
that those groups that are statistically most at risk are carefully 
monitored, and that, where necessary, steps are taken to ensure their 
presence, participation and achievement in the education system” 
(Ainscow 2007:156). 

 
Inclusion is a process of addressing and responding to the diversity of students 

through increasing participation in learning, cultures and communities, and reducing 

exclusion within and from education (Eklindh & Van den Brule-Balescut 2006:19).  
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For inclusion to take place, there ought to be changes in context, approaches, 

structures and strategies with a shared vision and conviction that it is the 

responsibility of regular education systems to educate all students.  There is need to 

remove physical and social barriers to learning in order to create authentically 

inclusive learning environments, communities and societies.  Only then will 

Education for All be a holistic concept (Eklindh & Van den Brule-Balescut 2006:21).  

This study approaches inclusive education from the context of this definition. 

 

The definitions and conceptual understanding of inclusive education reviewed above 

reflect many of similarities but also differences.  Humphrey (2008:44) acknowledges 

the diverse views of scholars regarding inclusive education (Booth & Ainscow 2000; 

Lindsay 2003; Norwich 2005).  One such view is that some authors maintained that 

the push for inclusion from a human right perspective has led to the underestimation 

or overestimation of what works and what does not work for certain groups of 

learners or students.  In this attempt, physical inclusion, emphasizing presence as 

discussed earlier, took center stage in the process, without attention being paid to what 

happens after access. 

 

In many educational institutions, key areas such as participation and achievement 

were compromised.  Some countries embarked upon full-inclusion and made 

adaptations to their structures to support the vision of full –inclusion, while others 

have simply made a theoretical commitment and have not managed to implement 

basic inclusive practices (Savolainen et al 2000; Peters 2000; Savolainen et al 2006).  

This leads to the conclusion that the implementation of inclusive education should not 

be perceived as a once-off event that can be put in place through a single incident.  

There is need for keeping track of realities of the process at national, regional and 

individual levels.  One of the realities is embedded in the assumption that having a 

right does not automatically imply that everyone has the possibility to seize such 

right. 

 

There are various factors that have a direct or indirect impact on the individual’s 

possibilities of taking up their right to education as illustrated by the human right-

based approach.  Both intrinsic as well as extrinsic factors play an important role in 

individuals with disabilities’ possibilities to be included or excluded in their 
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communities and societies.  Economic factors, social factors, environmental factors 

and cultural factors all have a bearing on the individual’s access to education and may 

serve as powerful inhibitors to the right of education of persons with disabilities 

(Rioux 2007:107). 

 

At independence in Namibia, the major aim of government was to break the barriers 

set by the apartheid regime, and especially the creation of an education system that 

had a sense of elitism.  Therefore, making access to education a major goal was 

necessary.  Now, 19 years after independence, it is time to explore what happens 

beyond access for students with disabilities in schools as well as in higher education.  

 

1.3 STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 
 

The research problem seeks to bring to the surface the challenges faced by students 

with observable sensory, physical and other identified or disclosed disabilities in 

institutions of higher education in Namibia.  

 

1.3.1 Awareness of the problem 
 

This study was largely inspired by the researcher’s experiences of teaching in an 

institution of higher education in Namibia, and observing students with disabilities 

dealing with challenges of higher education on a regular basis. When the first blind 

student as well as a deaf student joined the University of Namibia in 2003, the 

researcher was tasked by the Department of Educational Psychology and Special 

Education to serve as guardian lecturer for the blind student, while another colleague 

was allocated to perform a similar role for the deaf student. The researcher was 

inexperienced in this role, and until now she cannot claim to understand the actual 

experiences of students with disabilities in institutions of higher education. The 

researcher and her colleague shared their experiences regularly and have walked the 

path with these students, a path for which their theoretical knowledge of having 

completed a Masters in Philosophy Degree in Special Needs Education has not 

necessarily prepared them.  
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It was the experiences of being in this role which made the researcher more conscious 

and curious about the coping strategies of these students, and especially the ways in 

which they had to organize and re-organize their lives to study at par with their peers 

without disabilities in a setting that did not necessarily take cognizance of their needs. 

For that first year, in her role as guardian lecturer to the student with profound visual 

impairment, the researcher employed a more reactive than proactive approach to the 

needs of the student in her care.   

 

The student would call and inform the researcher that the tape-recorder they (the blind 

student and the researcher) bought (using University funding) was posing problems.  

The researcher would accompany him to the supplier to take the tape-recorder for 

repair or exchange, and they would either repair it there and then, or send it in to their 

technicians for repair. In such cases, they would wait for a few days, and in those few 

days, it would mean the student would only rely on his listening skills to absorb 

information from lectures, as well as on friends’ notes.  The researcher would then 

collect copies of notes the student obtained from friends, and send them to a place that 

is 700 Kilometers away, for brailing.  It could take about two weeks to return the 

brailed notes.  Once that institution (a rehabilitation center) received the material, they 

would send the researcher a quotation, which she would accept immediately.  Then 

they performed the expected task, i.e. to translate the material from print to Braille, 

and then they would send an invoice.  This invoice had to go to the university finance 

department, and payment would be issued.  Only then would the brailed material be 

released.  This process easily took two to three weeks.  The researcher could imagine 

the degree of anxiety and frustration the student must have gone through while 

waiting. 

 

In the year that followed, another student who was also blind was admitted to the 

university, and he too became the researcher’s responsibility.  By then the researcher 

had a little more experience and some material in Braille format.  At this stage, the 

two lecturers serving as guardians to the three students with severe disabilities had 

convinced the university to create a budget for students with disabilities, which was 

done.  It was easier to obtain funds for immediate and other long-term material.  The 

Department of Educational Psychology and Special Needs Education, whose main 

duties are academic in nature with the three-pronged responsibility consisting of 
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teaching, research and community work, realized that it could not automatically take 

on the formal duties of facilitating learning of students with disabilities.  By this time, 

the Department of Educational Psychology and Special Needs Education had enough 

evidence to argue for student-assistants to serve as guides for the blind students, for 

more written copies of lecture notes for the deaf student, to mention but a few of the 

needs.  

 

The lessons the researcher and her colleague learned on a daily basis became 

important anecdotal data, and their experiences led them to start arguing for the 

establishment of a disability unit.  This was not an easy task to accomplish as the 

Department of Educational Psychology and Special Needs Education had to convince 

people at all levels that such specialized service was needed and for students who 

were and still are in the minority (less than 10) Nevertheless, in July 2007, the 

Disability Unit of the University of Namibia was launched. 

 

Meanwhile, the Department of Educational Psychology and Special Needs Education 

started to receive queries from lecturers, some whom were very positive and excited 

about teaching students with disabilities and needed advice, but also some who were 

totally against these students’ inclusion, maintaining that as lecturers they have never 

been trained, nor had they agreed, to teach students who are blind, or deaf. These 

reactions are echoed by Field, Sarver and Shaw (2003:342) when they report that 

some students felt that some of their lecturers obviously discouraged them from 

pursuing their academic goals solely on the basis of their disabilities.  Conversely, 

some lecturers did all they could to support the students with disabilities.  To this end, 

one professor mobilized funds and organized a successful cochlear implant surgery 

for the deaf student in the USA.  Meanwhile yet another group of lecturers simply 

ignored the students, and told them to ask for help from their friends who can see or 

hear. 

 

The researcher is convinced that it must have been frustrating for the students, 

(although they never said this) to be guided by an ignorant academician who, instead 

of providing services such as Braille or audio-taped textbooks, provided pastoral care! 

In her quest to prove a point that a blind person could learn at par with one who is not 

blind, provided that he or she is given an enabling environment and the necessary 
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assistive devices, the researcher totally forgot about the socialization aspect. One 

Monday morning, all three students came to the researcher’s office, as it became a 

common meeting location, with the deaf student serving as guide to the blind students.  

The researcher asked how they spent their weekend, to which the senior student who 

is blind replied: “We were just here all by ourselves, listening to the radio and 

chatting.  I know it is Friday afternoon when the footsteps and music get less and less 

until you can hear total silence, and then on Sunday, the noise becomes more and 

more, and you know everybody is back”.  In her poor Sign Language, and 

communication in mother tongue to the deaf student who lip reads, the researcher 

explained his friend’s answer to him, to which he replied: “Me, I read …, sleep…read 

… sleep …!” This was another awakening for the two guardian lecturers which caused 

them to start thinking and planning for socialization activities for these students as 

well, and not only consider their academic needs. 

 

The lessons learnt in this process became a motivation for conducting this research 

with students with disabilities as the main respondents. Assuming that higher 

education institutions can be both socially and academically threatening spaces, the 

researcher is of the opinion that students with disabilities have to contend with a range 

of complex issues pertaining to their full or partial inclusion into higher education 

institutions in Namibia. By selecting this particular population and methodology, the 

researcher gives recognition to the need to hear the voices of students with disabilities 

in the disability debate to strengthen policy and practice. 

 

1.3.2  Formulation of the research problem 
 

Namibia is coming from a history of “special schools for children with disabilities.”  

Culture and tradition also seem to reinforce the belief that persons with disabilities 

should be cared for and remain dependent emotionally and physically on others for 

the rest of their lives.  Oral history tells of children born with disabilities from various 

Namibian ethnic groups having been killed at birth or left to die, before the arrival of 

missionaries.  A study by Haihambo and Lightfoot (2008:9) reveal bad treatment of 

children with disabilities in schools and homes in Namibia.  This kind of treatment 
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could be attributed to the traditional perceptions of disability in which disability is 

given rather negative connotations.   

 

Despite discussions and what can be termed as rhetoric regarding inclusive education 

in Namibia, there seems to be a disjuncture between what people say at policy and 

public levels, and what their actual beliefs regarding persons with disabilities are.  

This can be deduced from the ways in which people relate or talk to, or about persons 

with disabilities when out of the spotlight.  It can thus be concluded that actual 

inclusive practices in general, and in particular in the education sector, remain elusive.  

There remains a lot of foundational work to be done to narrow the gap between theory 

and practice.  Furney, Hasazi and Clark/Keefee (2005:170) in a study that assessed the 

impact of state policies in special education at the University of Vermont reiterate the 

need to ensure that rhetoric of equal educational opportunities for all be translated into 

positive outcomes for all students, and especially those with disabilities.  They further 

maintain that although policymakers often have good intentions to promote equal 

education opportunities, there is always potential for both the financial reforms and 

educational provisions of the legislation to fail to support policies.  This finding is 

relevant to Namibia, where policies have been developed, but financial and human 

resource infrastructure have not been able to support policy implementation. 

 

Price, Field and Patton (2003:346) noted that becoming familiar with the unique needs 

of each student is critical to designing meaningful student support.  This means that 

identification of needs should result in the creation of support system.   

 

The acquisition of higher education for persons with disabilities in Namibia was for 

many a far away dream, even if policies on Education for All (1990), Disability 

(1997) and educational goals of access, democracy, equity and equality (1993) were 

long formulated and ratified.   

 

The focus of this study is on exploring the challenges faced by students with sensory, 

physical and other disclosed disabilities who have accessed institutions of higher 

education in Namibia.  The objectives of this research are summarized in the title of 

this dissertation:  Inclusive Education: challenges of students with disabilities in 

higher education institutions in Namibia. 
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1.4 AIMS OF THE RESEARCH  
 

1.4.1 Main aim 
 

The research aims to briefly survey the prevalence of students with disabilities in 

higher education institutions and some of the responses of Namibian higher education 

institutions to the inclusion of students with disabilities.    Secondly, the research aims 

to explore in depth the challenges of inclusive education to students with disabilities 

in institutions of higher education in Namibia with specific reference to their 

academic and social lives.  Lastly, the research intends to gain suggestions from 

students with disabilities regarding the necessary improvements they would like to see 

in higher education institutions in order to secure a smooth inclusion of students with 

disabilities in the near future.  

 

Guided by the researcher’s observations and experiences of teaching in a higher 

education institution in Namibia, the current dissertation aims at determining the 

challenges of male and female students with disabilities at various higher education 

campuses, with regard to: 

• Academic factors 

• Institutional infrastructural factors 

• Social support factors 

 

From the main aim stated above, the following sub-aims arise: 

 

1.4.2 Sub-aims 
 

The aims of this study can be summarized as follows: 

• Assessing the prevalence of disability and responses of higher education 

institutions to students with disabilities, from the perspectives of institutions of 

higher education; 

• Assessing the educational, social and institutional infrastructural framework 

challenges students with sensory, physical and other disclosed disabilities 
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experience in their institutions of higher education from the perspectives of 

students with disabilities; 

• Assessing the nature, extent and impact of barriers students with disabilities 

face, on their academic and social well-being;  

• Assessing how students with disabilities managed the challenges they 

experienced; 

• Attempting to develop a guideline for reducing challenges for students with 

disabilities in higher education in Namibia;  

• Making recommendations on how to create a more inclusive environment for 

students with disabilities in higher education. 

 

1.4.3 Research questions 
 

This research was guided by the following research questions: 

1.4.3.1 Are there students with disabilities in higher education institutions in 

Namibia, and how do higher education institutions respond to the 

inclusion of students with disabilities in terms of policies and 

provisions? 

1.4.3.2 What challenges do students with disabilities experience in their higher 

education institutions? 

1.4.3.3 What impacts do such challenges have on their academic and social 

lives? 

1.4.3.4  How do students with disabilities manage these challenges? 

1.4.3.5 What suggestions do students with disabilities have with regard to 

ways in which challenges of students with disabilities can be 

minimized in institutions of higher education in Namibia? 

 

1.4.4  The methods of the research  
 

There are two dominant approaches to social research: qualitative and quantitative 

research designs.  The researcher has selected a quantitative approach for collecting 

baseline data from members of institutional management (phase 1), and the qualitative 

approach to collect data from students with disabilities (phase 2) for this study. 
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In this study, the complexity of both the topic and the respondents are acknowledged.  

Thus, the researcher has attempted to unravel challenges of students with disabilities 

as empathetically as possible, and by so doing, to report the students’ plight.  

Therefore, the researcher has embarked on a methodological approach that enables the 

respondents to tell their own stories.  The mixed physical and psychological attributes, 

and conflicting views being held regarding the nature, severity and perception of 

disability by the individual students and their communities cannot be over-looked in a 

qualitative exploration of this nature.  The use of multiple methods was intentionally 

employed to ensure triangulation of the data and by so doing ensuring the validity and 

reliability thereof, taking cognizance of these multiple interpretations by the various 

respondents.  The methodology of the study is discussed full in chapter four. 

 

1.4.5 The limitations of the research 
 

The following limitations and delimitations of the study were anticipated and were 

taken into consideration: 

• The study will be conducted only in state or para-statal institutions of higher 

education. This creation of borders is likely to deny the researcher from 

learning from experiences of foreign and private institutions providing higher 

education services to students with disabilities in Namibia. 

• While having in mind the diverse meanings of the term “students with 

disabilities”, the researcher will have to restrict the borders of this dissertation 

only to severe and profound visible or observable disabilities, of which the 

most prevalent in this category are sensory and physical disabilities.  These 

include visual impairment, hearing impairment, physical or mobility 

impairment and albinism.  Other forms of disabilities such as learning-, speech 

and communication-, and health impairments will not be included in the 

research, unless they were coupled with those targeted for this study or are 

disclosed by potential respondents to the researcher.  The main reason for this 

exclusion was the fact that their identification is largely dependent on 

disclosure, and is therefore difficult to identify.  Within the structures of 

Namibian higher education institutions, disclosure could become a challenge, 
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as experience has proven by the unavailability of disability data in institutions 

and at the Ministry of Education.  At the same time, it could be perceived as 

unethical if students with invisible disabilities have disclosed their conditions 

and needs to an assigned official and this person further discloses to the 

researcher who is an outsider. 

• The research techniques to be used have the potential of posing limitations to 

some of the respondents.  Both photo-voice and diary-based approach are 

likely to be “new” techniques with which respondents may not have had any 

prior experiences.  

• The researcher anticipates that the respondents with visual impairment will 

have a problem with the ocular-centric nature of both the photo-voice and 

diary-based approach, and alternative measures will have to be taken to 

accommodate them. 

• Anticipated limited literature about students with disabilities at higher 

education level in Namibia is likely to deprive readers of the current study 

from knowledge that could otherwise have provided wider views of 

Namibians on the topic.  The researcher is convinced that literature on this 

area, especially in the form of students’ theses and reports, is somewhere 

where it cannot be reached by the researcher because they are either 

unpublished or not catalogued in national libraries. 

• The focus on challenges, thus excluding successes in the current study, was a 

practical decision.  It is believed that a more holistic picture could be painted if 

both challenges and successes of inclusive education were included. 

 

1.5 DEFINITIONS AND CLARIFICATION OF TERMS 

AND CONCEPTS 
 

1.5.1 Introductory statement regarding terminology 
 

In this section, the researcher aims to clarify terms and concepts that are used in the 

dissertation, and that have possibilities of being understood differently in different 
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circles.  The context in which the terms are used in this particular study and 

dissertation are explained.   

 

The researcher is aware of the continuous political and academic debates regarding 

the use of terminology in disability studies and the disability movement as a whole.  

She acknowledges that there have been major changes from the use of terminology 

such as “handicapped” and “disabled” to more embracing terms over the past few 

years.  In Anglophonic countries, the person first terminology such as “persons with 

disabilities” received preference.  Over the past decade, yet another debate arose 

through the disabled people’s movement, specifically in Britain.  This involved a 

preference to the use of “disabled people” resisting the implication in this term 

“persons or people with disabilities” that disability is outside or behind the person.  

“Increasingly, the spread of the social model thinking has resulted in preference for 

the term “disabled people”, emphasizing the structural or cultural location of 

disability, as a form of social oppression residing outside the person” 

(Priestley:2001:xvii).  Acknowledging the complexity as well as contextual nature of 

the disability discourse, the researcher will position herself mainly within the 

preference of the current Namibian advocacy and academic standpoint, that of the 

person-first philosophy.   

 

Due to nature of this study, and its intention to give voice to students with disabilities, 

the terminology used by the students will be used to represent their opinions, even if 

that is in contrast with the preferred terminology of the researcher and the disability 

movement in Namibia. 

 

Applying the same principle, when quoting or citing literature, the language used by 

the specific authors will apply. 

 

a. Inclusive education 

Inclusion is a term that reflects a continuous search for better ways of 

responding to diversity in terms of ethnic, cultural, sexual, linguistic, social 

status, economic, educational, individual, physical, emotional and intellectual 

characteristics (UNESCO 2005:15).  It is about learning how to live and how 

to learn with difference.  Inclusion is about the presence, participation and 
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achievement of all people.  Despite this wide context of inclusion, this study 

focuses only on one aspect of diversity, that of disability as it affects students 

in higher education institutions in Namibia. 

 

Inclusive education refers to an education system that is geared toward 

inclusive and not segregated societies; flexible and not rigid curricular 

approaches; embracing and not rejective teaching approaches (UNESCO 

1994:11). Inclusive education has the potential of creating inclusive societies.  

These are societies in which all children and adults are members of the same 

group; interact and communicate with each other; help each other to learn and 

function; take considerations of each other; accept the fact that some children 

or adults have needs that differ from the majority and will at times do different 

things (Johnsen & Skjørten 2001:38).  Although most literature discusses 

inclusion in relation to children, the concept goes beyond children.  It 

encompasses tolerance and appreciation of difference across the life course in 

all possible places and settings.  In this dissertation, inclusive education is 

discussed in relation to adolescents, young adults and everybody in higher 

education. 

 
b. Inclusive cultures 

The shared practices and values within a community that support and sustain 

the widening of membership of that community. 

 
c. Student 

In Namibian education system, the term student is used to refer to a person 

registered for studies at any institution of higher education.  For the purpose of 

this research, student will refer to those registered at any of the higher 

education institutions in the academic year in which the fieldwork of the 

current research is done.  

 

d. Higher education institutions 

Higher education institutions are all institutions offering post-secondary 

qualifications and covered under the Higher Education Act No. 26, 2003 :2, 
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which defines “higher education institution” as any institution that provides 

higher education and which is- 

• established by or under any law 

• or registered as a private higher education under this Act 

 
For the purpose of this research, private institutions were excluded for 

practical reasons.  Only public institutions falling within the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Education, Directorate of Higher Education, were included. 

 

Higher education institutions in a Namibian context are those institutions that 

are accountable to the Directorate of Higher Education.  These are the 

University of Namibia, the Polytechnic of Namibia, and the four colleges of 

education: Caprivi College of Education, Ongwediva College of Education, 

Rundu College of Education and Windhoek College of Education.  Following 

a Cabinet of the Republic of Namibia decision in November 2009, the colleges 

of education have been merged with the University of Namibia in April 2010. 

 

Although the vocational training centres offer post-secondary education, they 

are not covered by the Higher Education Act but rather by the Vocational 

Training and Education Act.  As a result, they will not be covered by this 

study.  

 

Disabilities, special needs or impairments 

Disability can be defined from the perspective of one of the most common 

four models such as the medical model, the social model, the charity model or 

the human rights model. The American Heritage dictionary of the English 

Language defines disability as “a disadvantage or deficiency, especially a 

physical or mental impairment that interferes with, or prevents normal 

achievement in a particular area, or something hinders or incapacitates” 

(Wikipedia 2009:2). 

 

This definition is used in most of the civil rights laws that protect the rights of 

people with disabilities.   
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According to Heward (2003:10), disability refers to any restriction or lack 

(resulting from an impairment) of ability to perform an activity in the manner, 

or within the range considered normal for a human being. 

 

Disability is a barrier to participation of people with impairments or chronic 

illnesses arising from an interaction of the impairment or illness with 

discriminatory attitudes, actions, cultures, policies or institutional practices 

(Booth 2001:29). 

 

Priestley (2001:xvii) describes disability as a form of social oppression, 

experienced by people with perceived impairments and manifested in 

discriminatory practices.  Quoting UPIAS/ Disability Alliance, 1976:3 the 

following definition reinforces this thinking: 

 

“In our view, it is society which disables…Disability is 
something imposed on top of our impairments, by the way we 
are unnecessarily isolated and excluded from full participation 
in society.  Disabled people are therefore an oppressed group in 
society” (Priestley 2001:xviii). 

 

Peters (2003:11) describes the concept of special educational need (SEN) as 

one that goes beyond those that are normally included in disability categories 

such as hearing impairment, physical impairment, etc.  It covers a much wider 

variety of needs including children who fail in school for a variety of reasons 

that impede one’s academic progress.  Some authors (Lynch (2001) in Peters 

(2003:13); Michalko (2009) have criticized the use of the word “special” for 

its ability to present a barrier to inclusive education practices.  They believe 

that the term divides “ordinary” and “special” and thus perpetuates two sets of 

students and systems. 

 

The legal definition of disability in the Disability Discrimination Act in the 

UK is: “someone who has a physical or mental impairment which has a 

substantial and long-term adverse effect upon their ability to carry out normal 

day-to-day activities” (Wikipedia 2009:4). 
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For the purposes of this particular research, the terms students with disabilities 

and students with special needs will be used interchangeably, depending on 

what is most appropriate in a particular context.  This decision is based on the 

assumption that some students do not necessarily have disabilities, but have 

special needs arising from their particular circumstances.  For instance, 

orphans without any source of financial support do not have disabilities, but 

have special needs leading them to have poor nutrition, lack of transport 

means and numerous other special needs.  When reference is made to the 

sample of the study, the term students with disabilities will apply.  However, 

when reference is made to other students in the institutions, the term students 

with special needs will apply. 

 

The Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation (1997:1) defines 

disability as the loss or limitation of opportunities to take part in the everyday 

life of the community on an equal level with others due to physical or social 

barriers. 

 

e. Impairment 

A limitation of physical, sensory or intellectual function. 

 

f. Visible or observable disabilities 

Visible or observable disabilities are disabilities that are obviously apparent or 

visible.  These include persons with mild to profound visual impairment, 

persons with albinism, persons who are deaf; and persons with physical 

disabilities including paralysis. Opposite of these are hidden disabilities that 

one cannot see or observe easily.  The latter refers to conditions such as 

learning or behavioral disabilities. 

 

For the purpose of this study, observable disabilities will refer to disabilities 

that are obvious and can be observed in the first five minutes of meeting the 

affected individual.  Respondents with hidden disabilities that were disclosed, 

or who became part of the sample by default, were included. In this 

dissertation, the researcher will mostly make use of the term observable 

disabilities. 
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g. Sensory disabilities 

Sensory disabilities or impairments are those that affect the average 

functioning of any of the senses.  The most common sensory disabilities are 

visual impairment (affecting vision) and hearing impairment (affecting 

hearing). 

 

h. Physical or mobility disabilities 

The definition refers to persons with orthopedic or neuro-motor impairments.  

They are often caused by congenital anomalies, diseases and other pre- and 

post-natal causes. They include various conditions that involve the skeletal 

system, and the way such anomalies affect the bones, joints, limbs and 

associated muscles.  They do not only cause limitations in movement, but also 

to accessing educational, therapeutic and recreational facilities (Heward 

2003:442).  For the purpose of this dissertation, students who use wheelchairs 

or crutches or have difficulties in using some of their limbs, students with 

albinism, as well as those who appear much smaller in body size (e.g. 

dwarfism) than their peers are classified as having physical disabilities. 

 

i. Special needs education  

Special needs education is a discipline that aims at making education 

accessible to all learners, regardless of their abilities and disabilities, their 

environmental and cultural backgrounds, their physical, mental as well as 

sensory compositions, taking into consideration the needs of such learners, and 

attempting to give them education of a highest quality possible.  Some 

scholars prefer to refer to it as supportive education, by so doing moving the 

emphasis from “special” to support rendered to individual learners based on 

their needs (Johnsen & Skjørten 2001:34). 

 

j. Learners or students with special needs 

Learners or students with special needs are those who differ from others in 

terms of physical, sensory, neurological, cognitive, or developmental 

characteristics, and such difference is of a nature that it poses specific 

restrictions for functioning in a standard setting and therefore requires 

adjustments to be made in order to facilitate learning and socialization.  In a 
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Namibian context, the term “learners or students with special needs” is better 

understood and more frequently used then a similar term “learners or students 

with barriers to learning”, mostly used in South African education circles. In 

this paper, the main target group is students with disabilities.  Reference is 

only made to special needs when the special needs that arise from disabilities 

are being discussed. 

 

Similarly, where the term “exceptional children” is used, it should be 

understood as meaning the same as “learners or students or children with 

special needs”.   

 

The researcher would like to state that when reference is made to students with 

disabilities, it is to refer to a particular population of students whose needs 

may require specific provisions and considerations.  They have identified or 

observable impairments that are likely to make it more challenging for them to 

adjust to learning and socialization styles offered by their environment.  

Selecting a particular group and describing them as “students with disabilities” 

does not imply that the rest of the students do not have disabilities or special 

needs.  In essence, in any given institution, there will be a lot of people with 

special needs that are not observable, some of which pose more limitations to 

their coping with daily issues than those of students with disabilities.  Some 

students could have health conditions that make it difficult for them to perform 

duties demanded of them others may suffer from stress-related conditions 

others may be overcome by grief emanating from the illnesses or deaths of 

loved ones.  It is, therefore, imperative to note that the students who form the 

sample of this study are a small fraction of students with disabilities and 

special needs, and if the barriers they experience are addressed, the improved 

services will benefit everyone else. 

 

k. “Persons with disabilities” versus “disabled persons” 

The researcher acknowledges schools of thought that regard reference to 

“persons or people with disabilities” as but another form of framing disability.  

However, disability advocacy groups in Namibia, those who represent the 

views of the disability population nationally, have expressed themselves 
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clearly and repeatedly that they prefer the reference to “persons or children or 

learners with disabilities” and not “disabled persons or children or learners”.  

The human-first philosophy is thus used in Namibia and the researcher has 

chosen to abide by this. Where, in this text, the disability-first reference is 

used, it will be because it has been lifted from another author, or it has been 

referred to by others. 

 

l. Exclusion 

Exclusion refers to the acts of individuals to exclude others from association 

with them on the basis of sex, economic status, physical attributes, class, 

ethnic orientation and other defining categories.  In the context of disability 

issues, exclusion also means to neglect to make provision for access of persons 

with certain disabilities to buildings, information, social gatherings, and other 

spaces they could have accessed easily if they did not have a disability. 

 

m. Diary-based approach 

Despite the regular meaning of diary as a written account of one’s day to day 

activities and experiences, recorded on the owners’ impulse and or decision, 

for an unlimited period of time.  In most cases, there are no, or few 

prescriptions to using a diary.  In this research, the word diary is used to refer 

to an account of students with disabilities of the challenges, as per guidelines 

of the researcher.  For the purpose of this research, respondents were asked to 

note down, whether in Braille, print or in audio-format, the challenges they 

experienced for a minimum period of two weeks and a maximum period of 

one month. 

 

n. Regions 

In a Namibian geographical context, region refers to the demarcation of a 

given area of governance within the political structures.  The decentralization 

policy of the Republic of Namibia made provision for government services to 

be taken to the people and not only to be centralized to the capital city.  There 

are 13 regions that replaced the apartheid demarcation whereby a region was 

named according to ethnic groups.  In that system, regions were referred to as 

Damaraland, Namaland, Hereroland, Owamboland, Basterland just to mention 
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some examples.  After independence, Namibia has been divided into 13 

regions and which were renamed as follows: Caprivi, Erongo, Hardap, Karas, 

Kavango, Khomas, Kunene, Ohangwena, Omaheke, Omusati, Oshana, 

Oshikoto, and Otjozondjupa. 

 

o. Narrative 

Narrative refers to qualitative ways in which people use story-telling 

techniques to interpret the world.  In narrative methodology, stories about lives 

of people in specific cultural, historical or social contexts become a 

representation of their experiences of a particular phenomenon.  In this study, 

narrative methods were used by students with disabilities to construct their 

meanings and experiences of their challenges in institutions of higher 

education in Namibia. 

 

p. Narrative analysis 

This is the way in which narratives are used as devices through which the 

world of the story-teller is interpreted and shared with particular audiences.  

This means that accounts that are provided by the story tellers, in this case 

students with disabilities are re-told.  There are various techniques of retelling 

these accounts.  This results in a narrow line between narrative analysis and 

analysis of narratives.  Therefore, for the sake of this dissertation, narrative 

analysis and analysis of narratives will be used interchangeably, with 

“narrative analysis” being used to refer to both processes. 

 
q. Photo-voice 

Photo-voice is a visual methodology in which cameras are given to research 

participants to take pictures that represent their truth of a particular 

phenomenon.  In this research, students with disabilities were provided with 

disposable cameras to visually capture situations and objects in their 

institutions that represented their challenges. 

 

r. Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological theory 

Urie Bronfenbrenner was a renowned scholar in developmental psychology 

who became popular for his primary contribution to the ecological systems 
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theory, also known ecosystemic theory.  The ecological theory defines four 

types of interrelated and interactional systems containing roles, norms and 

values that shape human development.  These systems are the micro-system, 

the meso-system, the exo-system, the macro-system and the latest addition, the 

chrono-system.  This theory is largely used to study social and political 

structures and their impact on human development.  The current study is based 

on this theoretical framework (Bronfenbrenner 1979). 

 

1.5.2 Rationale for a higher education focus 
 

The importance of a study exploring the challenges of students with disabilities at all 

public institutions of higher education in Namibia cannot be over-emphasized.  

Studies of this nature in Namibia have been very limited to this date.  Most of the 

inclusive education studies in Namibia have focused on learners at primary and 

secondary school levels, leaving a vacuum in what is known about inclusive education 

at the higher education level.  While Namibia is in the process of education reform, it 

is imperative to make a paradigm shift regarding inclusive education research at the 

level of higher education. 

 

Internationally, the past two to three decades have seen a high influx of students with 

disabilities into institutions of higher education (Crous 2004:228; Fichten & Goodrick 

1990:2).  This influx can be attributed to some of the following factors: existing 

support services in higher education due to non-discriminatory legislation; an 

increasing number of students with disabilities are demanding tertiary education and 

students with disabilities are receiving better academic preparation than in the past 

(Crous 2004:228). 

 

In Namibia, the influx can be attributed to inclusive legislation coupled with pressure 

from advocacy groups, such as the National Federation for Persons with Disabilities 

in Namibia (NFPDN), to improve the living standards of persons with disabilities 

through education.  Also, like elsewhere in the world, as evidence of persons with 

disabilities being educated in higher education institutions and occupying competitive 

jobs mounts, more persons with disabilities will start to seek admission to higher 
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education.  This situation calls for higher education to gear itself for receiving and 

rendering support to more students with disabilities in the near future. 

 

Following the ratification of the Salamanca Declaration by Namibia (1994), the 

implementation of inclusive education at primary and secondary levels has made 

commendable strides and left a gap for the same process to be implemented at tertiary 

level.  Institutions of higher education in Namibia have, over the past few years, come 

under pressure from advocacy groups and from students themselves who completed 

Grade 12 and met requirements for access to higher education, to make equitable 

access to higher education a reality. 

 

Prior to the National Policy on Inclusive Education for The Education Sector (2009) 

Draft, it was generally perceived that inclusion of students with disabilities in higher 

education was rather optional. This brings new insights into the debate for inclusive 

education as it pertains to higher education.  The Salamanca Statement and other 

government policies such as the Policy Guidelines for Educationally Marginalized 

Children (2002) focus on schools, leaving institutions of higher education without a 

clear mandate to implement inclusive education.   

 

This effort is commendable, but it also calls for institutionalized equity as suggested 

by Nagel and Stobbs, in ICEVI (2003:17). In a society where institutional equity 

exists, in response to inclusion, people say “of course, why not?” and not “why now”?  

The opposite was true for Namibian institutions.  When students with disabilities 

started to seek access to higher education institutions many decision-makers 

maintained that they were not ready to take in students with specific disabilities, 

because they did not have the facilities to accommodate them.  For many, to date, this 

position has not changed.  This is a realistic, anecdotal observation that leaves one to 

wonder when, then, will higher education be accessible to all?  

 

It is reported that student enrollment in South African universities increased by 193 

000 from 1993 to 2004 (Cloete & Moja 2005 in Petersen, Louw & Dumont 2008:99).  

This report acknowledges that the majority of the students joining higher education 

are those from economically and educationally disadvantaged backgrounds.  While 

the South African government has made equitable access to higher education a 
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priority, it appears that it is experiencing challenges to meet this goal.  There have 

been reports of drop-out and under-performance rates, particularly among students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds.   

 

The reasons for dropout and under-performance have been sought among various 

factors. These reasons have been sought in psycho-social factors that are assumed to 

play a key role in predicting academic success of students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds as well as adjustment to university life, given the vulnerability of 

students from disadvantaged backgrounds to adjustment difficulties and academic 

performance, which is a major determinant factor used to determine whether or not a 

student is coping with the university (Petersen et al 2008:100).  Robinsons et al (2004) 

in Petersen et al (2008:100) cited that in addition to adjustment factors, help-seeking, 

which refers to the possibilities of students to seek help from faculty and utilize 

student services, academic motivation and self-esteem were also major determinant 

factors of the academic success of students from disadvantaged backgrounds.  The 

researcher assumes that students with disabilities, although not specifically targeted 

for the study being discussed here, are subsumed in this sample.  It can be argued that 

they will have a double disadvantage, rendering them to even more vulnerabilities 

than those who are only disadvantaged economically and educationally. 

 

Besides being an end in itself, education is also a process through which personal 

development of individuals and their families are obtained, according them certain 

status in social citizenry (Rioux 2007:109).  Education institutions should therefore 

enable all persons opportunities to exercise their right to education, and to achieving 

the status they deserve in their society.  Depriving persons with disabilities these 

opportunities will be parallel to doing them an injustice.  That is why it is important 

that both human rights and social determinants are used to continuously assess and 

adjust the physical and pedagogical accessibility of school in order to assure that all 

citizens have equal access to them, regardless of their abilities and disabilities. 

 

Researchers globally agree that improved access to, and positive outcomes in higher 

education will improve both the rates of employment and the quality of employment 

of persons with disabilities (Yuen & Shaughnessy 2001:199).  Hence, they maintain 

that the strategy should become that of attracting and graduating more students with 
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disabilities in higher education. Since the 1990’s, many countries in the world have 

realized the importance of assuring that persons with disabilities have access to higher 

education.  These countries have put in place legislation and social justice practices to 

facilitate this process.  

 

In England, for example, the Higher Education Funding Council for England 

(HEFCE) has made special funding available to enhance participation and promote 

high quality provision of education for students with disabilities (Parker 1999:483). 

Unfortunately, the higher demand also brings with it financial and administrative 

challenges.  However, for students with disabilities, in addition to financial and 

administrative challenges, issues of access and retention to higher education are at the 

forefront. 

 

Priestley (2001:8) points out the imbalance in the modern world as he maintains that 

while work and employment are major indicators of independent adulthood, disabled 

men and women often find themselves at the periphery due to disproportionate 

unemployment and poverty.  Quoting Kisanji (1995), Priestley (2001:9) emphasizes 

how the relationship between poverty and disability comes into play in the statement 

that poor people are more susceptible to disability, and disabled people are more 

susceptible to poverty.  In addition to disabling attitudes and prejudice, most of these 

disadvantages are perpetuated in structural inequalities (Priestley 2001:9). 

 

McLean, Heagney and Gardner (2003:217) argue that equitable access to education is 

one of the indicators by which truly international universities are measured.  Because 

of their key role in leading development, higher education institutions have a 

responsibility to practice the principles of equity and justice, and by so doing 

implement international conventions in this regard.  They have both the responsibility 

and capacity to develop globally competent citizens who are conversant with diversity 

issues nationally and internationally.  The responsibility to include students with 

disabilities in higher education should, however, not underestimate the role of the 

socio-cultural context and the potential barriers it introduces to the inclusion efforts.  

Although many countries in the world have achieved good legislative frameworks, 

barriers outside legislation, including socio-cultural issues, continue to inhibit students 

with disabilities in accessing equitable higher education. 
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The role of higher education in Namibia is described as “an investment in 

development”; “provision of national capacity building that reaches far beyond the 

education sector”; and “development of high level human-resources” (Ministry of 

Higher Education, Vocational Training, Science and Technology 1999:8). It is argued 

that higher education is concerned with the ways in which people learn. Higher 

education is expected to develop the skills of those who learn (the learners and 

students) while enhancing the skills of those who teach (teachers and lecturers). The 

researcher is particularly interested in how students with disabilities perceive the role 

played by significant others in higher education, in this case lecturers and 

administrators, in facilitating the learning and socialization processes of students with 

disabilities as recognition is given to inclusive education at higher education level. 

 

In Namibia, the Ministry of Higher Education, Vocational Training, Science and 

Technology (1999:11) acknowledges the following challenges: 

• It has proven difficult to provide higher education to a small population 

stretched over a wide population area. 

• The developing of multiple paths (applied and career-oriented paths, academic 

paths, vocational paths, etc.) in various institutions while other countries are 

resorting to single higher education paths under a university is not an easy 

route to pursue. 

• The burden of providing higher education is solely on government, making it 

easier to monitor.  However, it is important to prepare for a diversification of 

higher education providers. 

• The Ministry in charge of higher education is often expected to operate on the 

basis of higher control mechanisms, the same way primary and secondary 

education is managed.  This approach, although it is what those who are 

governed are used to, does not augur well with higher education, where 

independence and self-governance are more appropriate management 

strategies. 
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• Higher education should address the challenges that originate from historical 

under-development, and this is a mammoth task. 

• Higher education should adapt to regional and global trends.  This will put an 

expectation on higher education to perform diverse tasks, even those that seem 

to be outside the parameters of the education system.  Providing inclusive 

higher education is one such challenge. 

 

In its 2005/2006 Annual Report (2005/2006:37), the Namibian Directorate of Higher 

Education set itself the following specific objectives: 

• To launch and make operational advisory councils for Higher Education and 

on teacher education and training. 

• Embark upon mainstreaming the formerly disadvantaged students and those 

with disabilities into institutions of higher education. 

 

It is the latter objective in which the researcher is interested.  In the same report, the 

directorate responsible for higher education reports that a number of students with 

visual impairment were registered at Ongwediva College of Education in northern 

Namibia (2005/2006:38).  A Unit for Special Needs was established to mitigate 

difficulties learning of the students with visual impairment. A resource person with 

skills in Braille translations was contracted with the intention to render services to 

students with visual impairment while enhancing the capacity of one or more of his 

Namibian counterparts in the area of Braille literacy.  Computer and other equipment 

were installed and classrooms were made compatible for learning by those with visual 

impairment. 

 

The inclusion effort at Ongwediva College of Education that was implemented 2003 

is one classic example of planned inclusion. There are many other cases of more 

casual inclusion in higher education institutions, whereby students with disabilities 

apply, and disclose or do not disclose their disabilities, and no or little provision or 

accommodations are made to facilitate their operations in the institutions. 

 

The researcher has not been able to locate any study conducted to assess the 

challenges of students with disabilities included into higher education in Namibia. 
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Most of the studies conducted on inclusive education in Namibia have focused on 

schools, that is, targeting children of school going age (normally pre-scholars, ages 2-

6, primary scholars, ages 7-13, and secondary scholars, ages 14–18/19) (Möwes 2004; 

Zimba et al 1999; Nghipondoka 2001).  Minimal published research has been 

conducted on students with disabilities in higher education institutions in Namibia.  

These are normally between ages 19–30 or above.  Profiles of students without 

disabilities, in comparison to those with disabilities are described in detail in chapter 

three. 

 

Based on the above discussion, it can safely be concluded that positive steps have 

been taken towards the inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education 

institutions.  It is surprising that, in the case of Namibia, inclusion has taken place in 

the absence of a national policy on inclusive education.  The latter has been drafted in 

June 2008 and is open for stakeholders’ inputs before it is finalized, tabled and 

endorsed. This contrasts to development towards inclusive education in most Western 

countries where policy in the form of legislation has preceded the implementation of 

inclusive education practices. 

 

It is commendable that in the absence of a national policy, the Ministry of Education 

in Namibia has used Affirmative Action Guidelines (1998), as well as the National 

Policy Guidelines for Educationally Marginalized Children (2002) to advance the 

inclusive education agenda at the higher education level.  

 

1.6 PLAN OF STUDY 
 

The dissertation will be presented under the following chapters. 
 

Chapter 1: This chapter will present the introduction and background of the study. 

The chapter aims at situating the study in the international, national 

and institutional context as well as justifying the rationale for research 

on inclusive education at the higher education level in contemporary 

Namibia. 
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Chapter 2: In this chapter, the researcher sets the scene for the relationship 

between disability and inclusive education.  Furthermore, the 

researcher situates the study within theoretical context as well as 

presenting the scholarly review of literature on the subject of disability 

and inclusive education as it pertains to students at higher education 

level. 

 

Chapter 3: The focus of this chapter is on typical and atypical profiles of students 

at higher education level. 

 

Chapter 4: In this chapter, the methodological processes and procedures used in 

the study are discussed. 

 

Chapter 5: This chapter focuses on the presentation and discussion of findings. 

 

Chapter 6: In this final chapter, the researcher presents the conclusions and 

recommendations of the study.  A guideline or model for inclusion of 

students with disabilities, which can be used by institutions to enhance 

the process of inclusion, is also provided in the final analysis. 

 

1.7 CONCLUDING STATEMENT 
 

The introduction and background discussed above brings the research title in 

perspective.  The research thus aims to explore the persistent challenges that students 

with visible or observable disabilities experience in institutions of higher education in 

Namibia. 

 

In the next chapter, the researcher will examine theories on inclusive education, as 

well as review existing relevant literature regarding the topic of disability and 

inclusive education as these pertain to higher education.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN 
DISABILITY AND INCLUSIVE 

EDUCATION 
 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this chapter, the researcher presents the theoretical framework within which the 

research will find its academic base.  Secondly, literature that discusses issues relating 

to inclusive education at the higher education level internationally, regionally, 

nationally and locally will be reviewed.  This set of existing literature will be critically 

discussed to acknowledge work of other scholars and to place the current study within 

the context of such existing body of knowledge. 

 

One of the major findings pertaining to the literature review is that the researcher has 

not been able to locate any published studies on students with disabilities at 

institutions of higher education in Namibia.  This may not necessarily suggest that the 

current study is the first of its kind.  It is possible that, given the general lack of 

publication opportunities, there could be a body of undiscovered studies somewhere, 

to which the researcher has not had access.  Most of the available Namibian literature 

focused on learners with disabilities in schools.  Nevertheless, the researcher has 

come across a dearth of international literature which reflects findings of studies done 

in the continent and globally. It is worth mentioning that the researcher, who has been 

living in Namibia all her life and taught and researched in the area of disability and 

inclusive education for about a decade, could relate to most of the experiences of 

students with disabilities elsewhere in the world. 

 

The researcher has attempted to make a brief critical analysis of the existing body of 

knowledge and practices in the field of inclusive education as it pertains to higher 

education.  The critical analysis has yielded minimal results regarding studies 



50 
 

conducted in Namibia and Africa at large.  However, research conducted elsewhere 

provided a body of knowledge and good frame of reference for a study on challenges 

experienced by students with disabilities in higher education that has relevance to 

Namibia. 

 

The researcher reviewed literature from an international, national, regional as well as 

local perspective.  It was found that while developed countries have much literature 

regarding challenges of students with disabilities in higher education, literature in 

developing, African countries was difficult to find. 

 

Looking at inclusive education from the perspective of students with disabilities, it 

becomes important to acknowledge the relationship between disability and inclusive 

education, and how higher education can play a role in narrowing the virtual borders 

exiting between the two.  In this chapter, the researcher will attempt to present 

previous studies done in this area, and also place the study within the most relevant 

theoretical framework and models. 

 

2.2 THEORIES, MODELS AND APPROACHES TO 

INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 
 

2.2.1 Approaches and understandings of disability 
 

According to Skjørten (1997), disability “is any lack or restriction of ability to 

perform an activity in the manner or within the range considered normal for a human 

being within the cultural context” (Skjørten 1997:11).  The above definition is based 

on the medical model of describing disability.  On the other end of the continuum is 

the social model of disability, according to which disability is described as “the loss or 

limitation of opportunities to take part the every day life of the community on an 

equal level with others due to physical or social barriers” (Ministry of Lands, 

Resettlement and Rehabilitation 1997:4; Skjørten 1997:11).  The latter definition 

views disability not only as a functional aspect, but a social one as well. 
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There have been changes in the international movement in the field of disability issues 

over the past two decades.  In the 1990’s a major debate that arose was that of the 

definition of disability.  Writing from a South African perspective, Crous (2004:230) 

takes position within the Social Model when he describes disability as “limitations or 

barriers in the environment that cause the person to become disabled”.  Conversely, 

Du Toit, Landsberg and Levitz in Crous (2004:230) define disability from a socio-

political perspective when arguing that disability is determined by the environment in 

which a person operates and as such, it can be described as the social limitations 

placed on people with disabilities in their efforts to gain equal opportunities in their 

communities.  This means that if a person who is deaf cannot attend a class because 

there is no sign language interpretation, it is not the person who is deaf that has a 

disability, but that the environment is not responsive to his or her needs. 

 

Treloar (1999:8) reiterates that a disability cannot be shelved or hidden from the 

world, because it is not a role that anyone chooses to assume but an identity with 

prominent characteristics to which the world has to adjust.  The bodily difference is 

continuously compared to what is regarded as normal, and these dominate the 

thoughts and prescribe the behaviour of others toward persons with disabilities. 

 

Smith (2004) reviewed books written by people with disabilities and revealed 

important issues regarding attitudes toward persons with disabilities from the past to 

present.  All over the world, disability has a history.  In some parts of the world, the 

history of disability is characterized by negativism, perpetuated in the form of 

“systematic violence against a class of people who were considered as skirting the 

borders of what was considered human.  Abandoned and killed or killed in their 

infancy in early civilizations, the advances of the centuries have nevertheless 

continued societies’ oppressive treatment of this population” (Smith 2004:31). 

 

Russel (1998) cited by Smith (2004:31) describes how, during the Industrial 

Revolution, a need for workforce that would be productive and efficient used 

“science” as a variable to rank and sort those who were potentially efficient from the 

rest.  In this process, people with disabilities, who were contributing to their 

communities, were suddenly classified as unable to contribute to the economic 

production of their communities.  These people, especially those with physical and 
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intellectual disabilities, were segregated into small communities where they were 

isolated into small settings for the purpose of “normalizing” them (Selden 1999 in 

Smith 2004:31).  Blatt and Kaplan (1974) in Smith (2004:31) describe reports of 

maltreatment, neglect and dehumanization that people with disabilities experienced in 

these institutions.  This is a classic example of the medical discourse that operates 

from the belief that there is something pathologically “wrong” with an individual, and 

the wrong has to be “corrected.”  It was this type of treatment which later gave rise to 

the movements of mainstreaming and integration. 

 

The literature herein describes how the pathology of disability does not have to result 

in exclusion of persons with disabilities from leading meaningful lives.  The social 

model, which will be discussed later in detail in this chapter, was central in the above 

discussion. 

 

2.2.2 Disability as a human rights issue 
 

In Namibia, there has been, and continue to be various debates as to whether disability 

is a health, a social or a human rights issue.  With the constitution of the first 

democratic government in 1990, the rehabilitation division was housed in the Ministry 

of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation.  This demonstrates that at that time, it was 

perceived that disability issues could be best addressed alongside issues of land and 

resettlement.  

 

In 2004, this division was shifted to the Ministry of Health and Social Services.  New 

thinking advised that most of services needed to support persons with disabilities are 

within the Minsitry of Health and Social Services.  The National Policy on Disability 

(1997) puts forward the argument that strides can only be made in creating equal 

opportunities for persons with disabilities if the issue is tackled from a human rights 

perspective.  If approached from this perspective, it becomes clear that each 

individual is important, and has to be given maximum opportunities to develop, 

regardless of his or her abilities and disabilities.  From the perspective of inclusion, it 

will be more efficient if each government or institution accepts responsibility for 
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assuring equitable approaches across disciplines.  Disability, being everywhere, can 

therefore be addressed from multi-dimensional perspectives. 

 

The WHO, in its World Report on Disability and Rehabilitation (WHO 2009:5), states 

that the way society interprets and views disability makes it difficult for persons with 

disabilities to be fully included in their communities.  This view is shared by 

Coleridge (1993:36) who states that persons without disabilities often perceive 

disability as a “tragedy”, “a loss”, or a “deficiency.”  He further argues that these 

labels command fear, pity, admiration or guilt.  This is a universal way of perceiving 

disability, if we are to generalize. 

 

The above scenario raises the question: Why do people without disabilities respond in 

a negative ways to disability?   

 

The question cannot be answered directly, as it already includes an element of 

judgment.  It suggests that all persons without disability have a negative attitude 

towards all persons without disability.  Yet, we know that such a generalization would 

be unfair and devoid of truth.  However, there is enough evidence in Namibia that 

confirms that the majority of people with disabilities are viewed with labels described 

earlier.  Namibian newspapers and radio news articles over the past few years have 

discussed at length the issue of ill-treatment and sidelining of persons with disabilities 

(NBC News 12 June 2008; New Era 6 June 2008:21).  Coleridge (1993:27) argues 

that a negative attitude is often the result of ignorance.  People often see disability as a 

catastrophic occurrence and fear it.  Fear gives rise to avoidance, prejudice, and non-

acceptance. 

 

Both research and observation in Namibia confirmed that children and adults with 

disabilities alike were often teased, labeled and sidelined.  Their families were also 

not saved from these negatives tags.  Therefore, the practice of hiding persons with 

disabilities in the back of homesteads was common in Namibian villages (Zimba et al 

1999:58). 

 

Dyson and Forlin in Engelbrecht et al (1999:26) describe the movement of inclusion 

from the perspective of the politicization of disability.  While various African cultures 
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have traditionally construed disability in various ways that are often negative and 

based on the medical model, modern states have deemed it necessary to move beyond 

these, to more social policies in which disability is embraced.  They have recognized 

that when resources of states are mobilized to minimize factors causing limitations to 

persons with disabilities, more positive responses toward disability are yielded.  Such 

responses allow persons with disabilities to live full lives. 

 

From the above discussion, it is obvious that disability has various meanings 

emanating from various views of different people and communities in different 

settings.  It has to be acknowledged that the ways in which disability is perceived by a 

particular community or society has an impact on the education of persons with 

disabilities.  In many countries, the approaches to disability have led to national 

decisions that had either positive or negative outcomes to persons with disabilities.  

 

There are various theories and discourses within which inclusive education can be 

discussed.  In the next section, the researcher explores various theories before 

defining and justifying the theoretical position she assumed for this study. 

 

2.3 THEORIES AND DISCOURSES ON DISABILITY 

AND INCLUSIVE EDUCATION 
 

This study will explore the challenges of students with disabilities from the 

perspective of mainly two theories: the ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner 1979) 

and the social model approach. 

 

 

2.3.1 The ecological perspective or human needs approach 

The departure point for the theory of the ecological perspective is that the 

environment plays a pertinent role in the functioning of a human being.  Urie 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) devised a model of the ecological perspective in which he 

clearly demonstrates how the micro-system (usually the home) is interwoven with the 

meso-system (peers, university, church, and other relevant associations.) as well as the 
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wider society in determining the level of comfort and contentment human beings 

experience as they go about their life courses. 

 
“The Ecology of Human Development involves the scientific study of the 
progressive, mutual accommodation between an active, growing human 
being and the changing properties of the immediate settings in which the 
developing person lives, as this process is affected by relations between the 
settings, and by the larger context in which the settings are embedded” 
(Bronfenbrenner 1979:21). 

 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory emphasizes the importance of the quality and 

context of the environment in the life of the developing human being.  The theory also 

explains differences in the individual’s knowledge, skills and abilities, and the role of 

a support system to guide and structure the individual (Bronfenbrenner 1979:21).  The 

overlapping micro-, meso-, exo- and macro-systems all contribute to form the whole 

that the individual will perceive as positive or negative.  In further work of 

Bronfenbrenner, the chrono-system is added to demonstrate the element of time in the 

life course of the individual (Berger 2001:7). 

 

The current study attempts to consider students with disabilities within their higher 

education system.  The higher education system could be representative of various 

micro-systems that form the meso-system.  These could be the peers, the academic 

faculty, the social groups on campus and the administrative officers and other 

significant groups in the life of the student.  The interaction between these forms the 

exo-system.  Within institutions of higher education, institutional policies and 

processes form the institutional cultures within which the students with disabilities 

have to find their way.  The quality of relationships in this campus environment is 

likely to determine how each student will cope or have difficulties coping.  Other 

factors such as the availability of transport to and from campus, the financial stability 

offered to students and the availability of study material coupled with the economy of 

the family and institution could form the macro-system.  For some students, the longer 

they are in the institution, the more they become familiar with the system and the 

better they are able to function efficiently (chrono-system).  Similarly, some students 

with disabilities might become more intolerant with, for example, lack of provision or 

consideration for their needs. 
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Based on the researcher’s understanding of the ecological systems theory, the 

researcher deemed it necessary to study experiences of students with disabilities with 

specific reference to the academic, social and physical environments in which they 

operate.   

 

The ecological perspective was translated by Engelbrecht et al (1999:3) into a meta-

approach whereby the movement towards inclusion is interpreted by means of a 

contextual analysis.  From this perspective, different levels in the social context 

influence one another in a process that requires continuous evaluation and adaptation 

in order to secure fluent operation of those within the said social context.  By way of 

an example, students with disabilities who are embraced by national policies and yet 

rejected by their peers and educators are likely to experience social-emotional 

difficulties.  In order to restore the status quo, all aspects of the system should work 

cohesively to secure their genuine inclusion. 

 

The ecological model is in line with the psycho-social approach discussed in Verhoef 

(2005:20), according to which disability is described in relation to the barriers society 

places on persons with disabilities, and by so doing limiting their smooth operation in 

a given society.  Such thinking is attitudinal and its correction may not be sought 

within the parameters of a medical, diagnostic approach, but by promoting social 

change. 

 

The ecological perspective recognizes the interplay between the child and his or her 

environment, and the importance of this relationship on the holistic development of 

the child.  This position is not only limited to children, but cuts across all stages of 

human development. Naanda (2005:19) maintains that challenges experienced by 

children or adults will have to be addressed from within the framework of the 

interaction between the human being and his or her environment.  Naanda (2005:19) 

acknowledges that neither the human being, nor the environment is static.  In the 

contrary, changes occur continuously because of the interaction between the various 

systems.  It is therefore expected that students with disabilities are affected, both 

positively and negatively, by the interaction between various systems of ecosystem. 
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Haihambo (1996:18) describes the micro-system as the child’s immediate 

environment.  For most children, this is the home where the child lives.  The 

experiences of the child or adult in the micro-system have a great impact on how they 

will perceive themselves, and how they will deal with circumstances outside the 

micro-system. 

 

Bronfenbrenner (1979:209) describes the mesosystem as “a set of interrelations 

between two or more settings in which the developing person becomes an active 

participant.”  The mesosystem can be represented by the school or university, the peer 

group and community.  This is the second setting of major socialization in addition to 

the home environment (Haihambo (1996:18); Engelbrecht et al (1999:4). In this 

setting, the student with disabilities co-exists with peers, lecturers, administrators, 

sport instructors, and other significant role players.  The individual will have to 

conform to group norms, values and expectations as he or she comes into contact with 

others.  For many students with disabilities, this environment might pose limitations 

as both physical and social environments may not be adapted to their individual 

situations.   

 

The exo-system represents the wider community and its systems such as the economic 

status of the family, university or college regulations and other factors that have an 

impact on the individual, without the individual having direct contact or control over 

them (Haihambo 1996:19).   

 

The macro-system represents national and international factors that have an indirect 

bearing on the individual. These include for example the legislative framework in the 

country and the political climate which affect the micro-, meso-, and exo-systems 

(Haihambo 1996:19). 

 

Berger (2001:7) interprets Bronfenbrenner (1979) by saying that every individual is 

continuously affected by interactions among his or her various overlapping 

ecosystems.  Microsystems shape human development immediately and intimately.  

In fact, the micro-system represents the individual’s first contact with the world.  For 

children, their primary micro-systems will be the family, and is expanded later to the 

peer group, the classroom and the neighbourhood.  The interactions between the 
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various micro-systems translate into a new system namely the meso-system.  The 

micro- and meso-systems are surrounded by the exo-system, which consists of all 

external networks that have a direct or indirect impact on the individual, for example 

community structures, health and education structures, and employment and 

communication systems that influence the micro-systems.  The macro-system 

influences all other systems including cultural values, political, economic and social 

conditions.  The latest addition to the theory of Bronfenbrenner is the chronosystem, 

referring to the importance of historical time in the life of a human being. 

 

Singal (2006:242) interprets the ecosystem from a school’s perspective and places the 

teacher at the center of the ecosystem as he or she is the most important agent in 

shaping inclusion in the classroom.  From this perspective, other significant role 

players, such as co-students, teachers and parents, form other micro settings, thus 

comprising the meso-system which consequently determines teaching practices and 

general school culture.  The exo-system entails school policies, the relationship 

between the school, the community and other significant lead organizations.  These 

have an indirect impact on the student.  The macro-system comprises the political, 

social, cultural and economic patterns.  Singal (2006:242) emphasizes that these 

layers should not be viewed as solid systems, but as dynamic and interactive.  For the 

purpose of this study, it is important to note the impact of macro-level decisions such 

as the Salamanca Declaration (UNESCO 1994), the Draft National Policy on 

Inclusive Education (Väyrynen 2008) and other legal and social frameworks on 

students with disabilities. 

 

McLean et al (2003:217) also adopt the ecosystemic approach although they refer to it 

as the ecological theory of diversity.  They emphasize the role of the environment, 

and especially factors outside the school, through the following main assumptions: 

• Human behavior is a product of the interaction between human beings and 

their environment. 

• Interaction is a multi-facetted process in which individuals and their 

environments continuously and mutually affect each other. 

• The environment is a wide ecosystem of interconnected physical and social 

elements.  



59 
 

• An ecosystem does not only contain concrete and objectively verifiable 

characteristics.  It also consists of elements as perceived and described by 

individuals (McLean et al 2003:219).  It would therefore be limiting to 

approach research about challenges experienced by students with disabilities 

from one perspective only. 
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Figure 5: An eco-systemic model 

 
Adapted from Engelbrecht and Green (2005:9) 
 
It can be concluded without reasonable doubt that the possible mismatch between 

students with disabilities and their environment may result in interpersonal conflicts 



60 
 

and well as conflicts with those with whom the students with disabilities share their 

learning and socialization environment. 

 

The researcher has deemed it necessary to join many other scholars in basing this 

study on challenges of students with disabilities in Namibian higher education 

institutions within the ecological framework (McLean et al 2003; Naanda 2005; 

Engelbrecht & Green 2005; Lomofsky & Lazarus 2001; Singal 2006 ).  While the 

topic of inclusive education is discussed regularly in educational settings, it is 

believed that at grassroots operational levels, there are many barriers emanating from 

the environment that hinder the full implementation of inclusive education in 

Namibia. 

 

Despite the selection of the ecological theory is theoretical base for this study, the 

researcher opted to explore the social model of disability as another model to support 

the study, as literature seem to suggest that the barriers experienced by students with 

disabilities in their environment are linked to the social model. 

 

 

2.3.2 The social model or discourse of disability 

The social model of disability came into being as a counter-response to the medical 

model.  The medical model of intervention maintains a clinical diagnostic approach to 

disability.  Naicker (in Engelbrecht et al 1999:13) elaborates on the close link between 

impairment and disability in the medical discourse, resulting in people being 

classified on the basis of their disability and excluded from mainstream services.  By 

virtue of this approach, those “diagnosed” with a particular disability require “a 

medical paradigm of care” (Salcido 2007:59). 

 

Contrary to the medical model, the social model shifts the focus from medical to 

social interventions. This model challenges the notion of disability as an individual 

deficit or defect that can be rectified solely through medical interventions by medical 

experts.  It is argued by those who support the social discourse that it is more 

appropriate to explore models and theories that describe disability from political, 

social, cultural and economic perspectives.  Only then, they argue, will personal and 
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collective responses be found to address disability (Wikipedia 2008:2). The social 

model is known for separating physical impairment from social disability, and in its 

most extreme form, does not accept that impairment can cause disability at all.  This is 

in line with the slogan: “Disability does not mean inability” used by disability 

advocacy groups within Namibia and SADC.  

 

According to Booth (2001:19), the social model perspective on barriers to learning 

departs from the belief that barriers arise from the interaction between students and 

their environments.  From a higher education perspective, these environments may 

include among others people, policies, infrastructures, cultures, social and economic 

statuses that have a direct or indirect bearing on the students. 

 

The social model of disability suggests that the barriers, prejudice and exclusion 

experienced by persons with disabilities are the determining factors as to who will be 

regarded as having a disability and who not.  While acknowledging that some people 

have disabilities of a physical, psychological, sensory or intellectual nature, social 

model scholars or believers maintain that these do not have to result in a disability.  

This means that society can reduce the disabling conditions on persons with 

disabilities by accommodating and including them in all spheres of life, and by 

removing barriers and enhancing their participation. Therefore, the fundamental 

aspects of the social model are equality and equity.  Based on their notion of equality, 

social model believers suggest that society needs to make the following changes in 

order to accommodate persons with disabilities: 

• More positive attitudes toward diversity of certain mental traits or behaviors. 

• Social support in terms of removing barriers and providing aid where needed. 

• Information provision. 

• Accessible, user-friendly physical structures 

(Engelbrecht et al 1999:13; Engelbrecht & Green 2005:39-42). 

 

While some western scholars argue that the social model that became popular in the 

1970’s has served its purpose and is now outdated, the researcher maintains that for 

many African countries disability approaches have largely focused on the medical 

model, and the social model is only now gaining momentum.  From that perspective, 
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the researcher believes that this model is most appropriate in providing a theoretical 

base for a study on challenges of students with disabilities in institutions of higher 

education in Namibia. 

 

There has, however, been criticism with regard to the so called “overarching social 

deviance paradigm” in disability theories and traditions (Thomas 2007:15).  Thomas 

claims that, despite an awareness of theoretical diversity in the field, there exists a 

tendency to use the social deviance lens in studying phenomena of disability and 

illness while ignoring the sociological preoccupations within the social order.  

Thomas (2007:16) challenges disability studies scholars to consider thinking about the 

possibility of “a Sociology of Disability.”  The researcher is in agreement with this 

thinking, based on the tremendous visibility of cultural and other sociological aspects 

in inclusive education literature in Namibia.  Focusing on the existence of social 

barriers only creates a further barrier for digging deeper into the root of such social 

barriers. 

 

Newer developments in the international disability movement, however, suggest the 

emergence of a new model, the affirmation model.  The affirmation model “redefined 

‘disability’ in terms of barriers constructed in a ‘disabling’ society rather than a 

personal tragedy” (Swain & French 2000:577).  While the social model is a product of 

experiences of persons with disabilities within a “disabling” society, the affirmation 

model is a product of the experiences of persons with disabilities in which they value 

disability and free themselves from society’s preconceptions, including those that 

suggest that persons with disabilities have been befallen by tragedy. 

 

 
2.3.3 The affirmation model or discourse of disability 

Universally, disability continues to be associated with loss.  In congruence with the 

concept of loss, persons with disabilities are stereotyped as incomplete, vulnerable 

and needing rehabilitation (Watermeyer 2009:91).  This concept has dominated 

medical and rehabilitation approaches to disability assuming that disability creates a 

psychic experience of loss.  Public and media discourses often continue to perpetuate 

this idea. The discourses of “loss” give power to the persons without disability to 

maintain control and mastery over persons with disabilities.  It is this framing of 
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disability within the loss paradigm that has contributed to the rejection of the social 

model and its ascription of loss by the emerging disability movement.  Through this 

rejection, persons with disability want to free themselves from the loss discourse that 

situates them as vulnerable and incomplete, and further justifying segregation and 

other forms of emphasizing difference (Watermeyer 2009:92). 

 

The dynamic nature of disability studies is once again demonstrated through this shift 

in Western countries from the social discourse to the affirmation discourse.  The 

affirmation discourse gives the individual with disabilities a central place in which he 

or she claims his or her space in the community or society.  This model defines the 

meaning of disability by persons with disabilities themselves (Swain & French 

2000:569).  The model rejects the “tragic view of disability” and establishes an 

affirmative model that is not addressed in the social model. 

 

The social model acknowledges that disability is not caused by the impairment, but by 

the manner in which persons with disabilities are treated by those around them, 

meaning their environment.  The affirmation model takes this further.  “The non-

tragic view of disability is not about ‘the problem’, but about disability as a positive 

personal and collective identity, and disabled people leading fulfilled and satisfying 

lives” (Swain & French 2000:571; Michalko 2009:68; Watermeyer 2009:92).  This 

view suggests a gap in the social model not expressing the non-tragedy view.  The 

tragedy view is visible in some developed countries where pre-natal screening is done 

and mothers advised to terminate the pregnancy when a disability is detected.  Such 

actions are supported by the personal tragedy model that claims that “better dead than 

disabled” (Swain & French 2000:573).  Ironically, in the researcher’s language the 

saying is totally the opposite: “oshilema oshi vule ombila”, meaning “it is better to 

have someone with a disability rather than having the person dead.”  Whether the 

Namibian nation lives up to this proverb is not known.  There are many unrecorded 

examples of people with disabilities who are condemned by their families and 

communities due to disability.  In one particular case, a young man who is blind was 

advised by community members to “rather go home and weave baskets” instead of 

bothering to seek access to higher education (Haihambo 2005 in EENET 2008:7).  

This young man currently holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Psychology and is 

employed in the Namibian public sector. 
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Through the affirmation model, persons with disabilities reject the common 

assumption that disabled people want to be normal, a notion they say is rarely voiced 

by persons with disabilities (Swain & French 2000:573).  There are a lot of 

expectations placed on persons with disabilities to lead a “normal” life, be 

“independent” and “adjust to” and “accept” their situation.  These expectations and 

not the impairment as such, can cause unhappiness among persons with disabilities.  

Persons with disabilities have emerged to free themselves from assumptions of being 

miserable.  The affirmation model focuses on a positive individual as well as 

collective identity.  Some characteristics of the affirmation model are as follows: 

• Persons with disabilities assume a positive identity, life style, and culture. 

• Persons with disabilities uphold the value and validity of life of persons with 

disabilities. 

• Persons with disabilities take ownership of their disability statuses (Swain & 

French 2000:578–580; Watermeyer 2009:92). 

 

Although the existing policies on disability in Namibia seems to have been formulated 

from the social model perspective, the researcher has observed a back and forth 

movement between these various discourses among the disability movement in 

Namibia.  The researcher will thus be guided by the findings of the study regarding 

the positioning of this study within one or a combination of these discourses. 

 

In the next sub-section, the researcher discusses other discourses that are applicable to 

inclusive education studies.  Although in this research they may not be used, the 

possibility exists that some of the findings could be best described from the 

perspective of these discourses rather than the main theoretical framework. 

 

 

2.3.4 Other discourses relevant to inclusive education 

The inclusive education debate has given rise to a wide range of perceived discourses.  

Daniels and Garner (1999:39) discuss a few as follows: 

 
The rights and ethics discourse: This discourse is justified from the 
strong argument maintained throughout the Salamanca Declaration, for 
the right of all children to education, in the same classroom as their 
peers.  This is part of a wider discourse of the commitment to human 
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rights as well as to a generalized notion of social justice.  Most countries 
in the world, Namibia included, have ratified various conventions on the 
rights of the child in particular, and human rights in general, and have 
included provisions to this effect in their constitutions.   
 
This discourse is supported by Rioux (2007:107) who is of the opinion 
that there is no best way of understanding education other than placing it 
within the framework of the human rights perspective.  Although the 
placement of education issues within the human rights discourse does not 
assure the eradication of all other issues that have been developed to 
stereotype the learning of children and adults, especially those with 
disabilities, it still remains the best approach as human rights are 
fundamental in many countries and can thus not be disputed.   
 
The efficacy discourse described by Daniels and Garner (1999:40) is 
almost similar to the rights and ethics discourse.  The efficacy discourse 
is also implied in the Salamanca Statement’s argument for the social 
benefits that are likely to be yielded by an inclusive education approach.  
It is supporting the basic principle that inclusion is likely to be more 
effective educationally, and more cost-effective than segregated 
education systems. 
 
The political discourse described by Daniels and Garner (1999:41) gives 
recognition to the reality that education systems are already established 
systems, characterized by existing infrastructure, professionals and 
legislations.  The implementation of inclusive education, therefore, 
cannot be attempted without a political drive to make a shift in those 
existing structures. 
 
Through the pragmatic discourse Daniels and Garner (1999:42) maintain 
that scholars move the emphasis from theories of inclusive education to 
practical realities of inclusive education.  It provides a reminder that for 
inclusive education to become a reality, there is need to review structures 
of non-inclusive schools, and replace or develop them into structures of 
inclusive schools in terms of systems, policies, practices and ethos to 
accommodate the inclusion pedagogy. 
 

This dissertation will seek to explore, through the voices of students with disabilities, 

which of these discourses are applicable to the debate of inclusion of students with 

disabilities in higher education institutions in Namibia.   

 

Having reviewed various theories, the researcher came to the conclusion that all 

discourses reviewed in this study prevail in one or other way in various aspects of the 

study. 
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2.3.5 International background to inclusive education 

The principle of inclusion is comprised in Article 26 of the 1948 Universal 

Declaration on Human Rights (UNESCO 2005:2).  Despite the provisions of Article 

26 of the Universal Declaration which focused on non-discrimination, prior to 1960 

the welfare or charity approach was the order of the day (Peters 2007:101).  In 1960, 

the Convention against Discrimination in Education reaffirmed this right to inclusion, 

and in 1966 it was further expanded by the International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights that made provision for free and compulsory education.  

Only then was the shift from the welfare approach to the rights-based approach visible 

(Peters 2007:101).  These were followed by many other conventions, treaties and 

other normative instruments, including the United Nations Convention on the Rights 

of the Child (1989) which Namibia ratified in 1990 after attaining independence.  The 

Convention on the Rights of the Child is regarded as the most widely ratified human 

rights document of the United Nations (UNESCO 2005:2). 

 

According to the WHO’s estimates, 10 percent of the global population experience 

disability.  The WHO is committed to ensure that all persons with disabilities live in 

dignity, with equal rights and opportunities.  In addition to this, the United Nations 

Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities, 

which the WHO uses as guiding document, provides a strong basis for countries and 

governments to ensure that persons with disabilities are given opportunities equal to 

those of citizens without disabilities in all spheres of life.  Most relevant to this 

research are the target areas for equal participation stipulated under Rule 5 

(Accessibility) and Rule 6 (Education) (www.who.int/disabilities/publications/ 

index.html). 

 

The WHO confirms that in many countries globally, disability continue to be closely 

related to the vicious circle of poverty, illiteracy and lack of services, and developing 

countries are largely in the category of those with insufficient services 

(www.leeds.ac.uk/disability-studies/archiveuk/index.hmt:3

 

) accessed on 12/07/07).  

Globally, the education of students with disabilities has undergone tremendous 

changes over the past thirty years.  The history of education for persons with 

http://www.who.int/disabilities/publications/%20index.html�
http://www.who.int/disabilities/publications/%20index.html�
http://www.leeds.ac.uk/disability-studies/archiveuk/�
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disabilities started with institutionalization, whereby children with special needs were 

trained in separate institutions away from their peers without special needs.  The 

medical model was most prevalent, and the aim was normalization. The USA was the 

first Western country to introduce detailed anti-discrimination legislation in education 

of children with special needs.  In 1975, a major change was brought about in how 

schools were functioning, with the enactment of Public Law 9–142, known as 

Education for All Handicapped Children Act, that gave directives that students with 

disabilities be taught in the same settings as their peers without disabilities (Choate 

2000:2).  This law has since been renamed the Individuals with Disabilities Education 

Act (IDEA), available at www.dbtac.vcu.edu/whatsada (accessed on 29/06/09). 

 

In 1990, that legislation was expanded and a new law that became known as the 

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) was enacted. This legislation made provision 

for equal opportunities and access of people with disabilities to education, including 

higher education, as opposed to the British Disability Discrimination Act which 

excluded higher education until 2001 (Riddel, Tinklin & Wilson 2005:8).  Having 

dealt with the challenges of isolation and institutionalization, USA legislation has 

shifted its focus to the principle of the least restrictive environment, as the law 

stipulates: 

 

“To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities, 
including children in public and private institutions or other care 
facilities, [will be] educated with children who are not disabled, and that 
special classes, separate schooling or other removal of children with 
disabilities from regular educational environment [may occur] only when 
the nature or severity of the disability is such that education in regular 
classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be 
achieved satisfactorily” (Heward 2003:68). 
 

In March 1990, another landmark in inclusive education was achieved, through the 

Education for All (EFA) Conference held in Jomtien, Thailand.  At this international 

gathering, 160 governmental and non-governmental agencies reaffirmed the notion of 

education as a fundamental right of every person (Peters 2007:98).  Participants of 

this conference also developed a Framework for Action with accompanying targets 

and strategies to achieve Education for All.  Namibia became party to this declaration 

after gaining independence in the same year.  Education for All has since hit the 

http://www.dbtac.vcu.edu/whatsada�
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international education agenda, but not without the question: “What is meant by 

ALL?”  Peters (2007:98) noticed an exclusion of disability issues from the EFA 

global monitoring report for 2005.  The researcher has the impression that in Namibia, 

more often than not, when EFA is discussed, the focus is on children from poorly 

serviced, remote rural areas, children living on commercial farms, the girl-child and 

orphans and vulnerable children.  There is little attention paid to children with 

disabilities, not to mention youths and adults with special needs and disabilities who 

need to acquire higher education qualifications. 

 

In 1994, ninety two (92) countries, governments and organizations affirmed that the 

world was ready for the inclusion of persons with disabilities in all aspects of the 

education arena by ratifying the Salamanca Declaration.  By ratifying the Salamanca 

Declaration, governments and other independent organizations brought the education 

of children with disabilities to the forefront.  Many countries started to seriously re-

think their policies and practices and streamline them to suit the Salamanca 

Declaration.  To date, many countries base their policies regarding special needs 

education and inclusive education to suit the Salamanca statement. This has brought 

about change, from rhetoric about rights, to actual change in pedagogy across the 

world. 

 

In 2001, the United States Congress passed the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act.  

This act introduced new insights in primary and secondary education, and ultimately 

higher education.  The focus of NCLB is on increasing achievement for children 

affected by diversity (Editorial Team’s Introduction, American Educational Research 

Journal 2007:454).  The NCLB holds schools accountable to the performance of their 

students, and this includes students with disabilities (Cawthon 2007:460).  This act 

could be viewed as being similar to the Education for All campaign in Namibia, 

which aims are to make sure that all children get access to quality education 

regardless of their economic, social, religious or any other background. 

 

Throughout the world, an inherent problem in the field of disability has been lack of 

access to education for children and adults with disabilities (Peters 2007:98).  The 

current study shares this concern, with special reference to higher education, and in 

fact, it goes further than access to explore issues of equity and equality. 
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In August 2006 the General Assembly of the United Nations moved for the adoption 

of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, after the ad hoc 

committee that was tasked to assess and assert the rights of persons with disabilities 

presented their resolutions.  (Asia-Pacific Centre of Disability, 2009) available at 

www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable (accessed on 17/06/09). 

 

The Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities accords persons with 

disabilities “right holders” and “subject of law” through their full participation in 

policies and interventions that concern them.  The Convention has eight guiding 

principles: 

1. Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy, including freedom to make 

choices and independence. 

2. Respect for difference and acceptance of persons with disabilities as part of 

human diversity and humanity. 

3. Non-discrimination. 

4. Full and effective participation and inclusion in society. 

5. Equality of opportunities. 

6. Accessibility. 

7. Equality between men and women. 

8. Respect for the evolving capacities of children with disabilities and respect for 

children with disabilities to preserve their identities (APCD 2009:1). 

 

Article 24 of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities deals with 

education and as a starting point acknowledges that children and adults with 

disabilities are often accorded fewer opportunities to education at any level, as 

compared to their peers without disabilities (Guernsey, Nicoli & Ninio 2007:13).  

This notion is shared by SINTEF (2002:16).  Article 24 goes further to state that this 

exclusion from education has irrevocable consequences as it results in life-long 

backlogs in employment, health, political participation and other relevant areas.  This 

article focuses on the minimization of disability-based discrimination in educational 

settings, as well as urging the implementation of inclusive education at all levels.  

Article 24 further calls for increased accessibility of educational settings, training of 

teachers and staff in inclusive pedagogy and employment of teachers with disabilities.  

These aspects will require educational institutions to improve accessibility to their 

http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable�
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institutions by persons with disabilities, to develop inclusive curricula and to provide 

sufficient learning support.  Where applicable, legislative barriers to inclusion should 

be removed, and awareness campaigns be launched and maintained to address 

attitudinal barriers to the process of inclusive education (Guernsey et al 2007:14). 

 

On 3 April 2008, the Convention received its 20th ratification and is now awaiting 

approval of the 17th

 

 General Assembly in 2011 (APCD 2009:2).  This Convention 

further asserts the rights of persons with disabilities in all spheres of life, and the 

removal of barriers in society to enable persons with disabilities to fully benefit from 

the entitlements of all human beings. 

The developments in the field of special education discussed above provided an 

international shift from special education to inclusive education. 

 

Africa being a unique continent with particular strengths and challenges, with 

different intrinsic and extrinsic barriers, it will be inappropriate to study inclusive 

education from the perspective of the west only.   

 

 
2.3.6 Inclusive education in Africa 

As far as the situation regarding disability and inclusive education in Africa is 

concerned, the United Nations Information Network estimates that, out of the about 

800 million people living in Africa, 50 million have some form of disability.  This 

means that, by estimation, one in sixteen people live with the challenge of disability 

with only two percent having access to rehabilitation, while 70 percent of adults with 

disabilities are unemployed and live in poverty (Pearls of Africa 2002:1 accessed on 

11/07/2008).  In Africa, resources play a significant role in determining the quality 

and nature of education services. As a result of poverty and traditional attitudes, many 

children with disabilities in Africa were largely educated within the mainstream, with 

little or no alternative compensatory resources, and some did not receive any formal 

education at all. 

 

In Africa, both intrinsic as well as extrinsic causes of disability prevail.  The extrinsic 

causes include malnutrition enhanced by poverty and war, communicable diseases and 
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low vaccination rates, and lack on vitamin A in diets, accidents, and conflicts.  The 

situation is further exacerbated by stigma and stereotypes attached to disability.  

Intrinsic causes include chromosome deficiencies, genetic causes as well as results of 

general childhood diseases (Ndengejeho 2006:9).  Evidence from many African 

countries shows that disability is linked to curses, sinful behaviour and disobedience 

to religious expectations (Haihambo & Lightfoot 2008:8; Pearls of Africa 2002:3; 

Tirussew 2006:58; Ndengejeho 2006:9). This confirms the relationship between 

disability, education (or absence thereof) and poverty.   

 

Within this stigmatized context of disability, it is obvious that many persons with 

disabilities have not had sufficient access to education, especially higher education, 

and employment.  

 
“The reality in most of Africa is the disabled people are often excluded from 
education and employment, immobilized by inadequate transportation systems 
and architectural barriers maintained in substandard living conditions, and 
denied the benefit of long-term healthcare” (Pearls of Africa 2002:3).  

 

Tirussew (2006:64) reports that Ethiopia has joined the international community in 

promoting the inclusive education philosophy.  It is reported that over the past few 

years, Ethiopia has seen an increase in the number of special classes being opened at 

regular schools.  Assuming that this integration is a stepping stone to inclusive 

education, one can regard this as an important forward movement process, especially 

if one takes into account the strong traditional model that is still applicable among 

many African communities, including Ethiopia.  There have also been good examples 

of inclusion in some schools, but the process continues to be inhibited by a shortage 

of instructional material, non-responsive school environments and lack of back-up 

support for children with disabilities in inclusive settings (Tirussew 2006:64).  

Although no literature was available about inclusive education at higher education 

level in Ethiopia, it is believed that the positive outcomes of inclusive education at 

school level will result in an increased intake of students with disabilities in higher 

education, as has been the experience in Namibia. 

 

In Zambia, similar trends were noticed regarding the education of children with 

special needs.  The policy of the existing government of Zambia includes the 

http://www.pearlsofafrica.org/�
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following cornerstones regarding education for children with special needs and 

disabilities: 

 

• “The Ministry of Education will ensure equality of educational opportunity for 
children with special educational needs (SEN). 

• The Ministry is committed to providing education of particularly good quality to 
children with special educational needs (SEN). 

• The Ministry will improve and strengthen the supervision and management of special 
education across the country” (Alasuutari, Chibesa & Mäkihonko 2006:104). 

 

As in Ethiopia, the movement towards inclusive education both through political will 

as well as implementation in Zambia was observed.  There has been evidence 

(baseline study results) that learners with severe disabilities were attending regular 

schools (Alasuutari et al 2006:107). 

 

Namibia has gone through the same process as will be explained in the next section of 

this chapter.  Judging from the efforts of countries to include children with special 

needs at school-level, it can be concluded that, as long as there are children and 

persons with disabilities, inclusive education will not just disappear.  The more 

countries mobilize their resources to include persons with disabilities in education, the 

better chances they will have to holistic Education for All outcomes.  The fact that 

data on higher education institutions in Africa were not accessed, does not suggest 

that inclusive education has not been implemented at that level.  The researcher 

however has been able to access anecdotal data on inclusion on students with 

disabilities included in higher education institutions both in Ethiopia and Zambia. 

 

The information provided above leads to the researcher’s conclusion that the general 

challenges of inclusive education in Africa are encompassed in the power that is still 

vested in the traditional model and how it frames disability in the medical model, the 

lack of resources to create support structures needed for inclusion, and the “new-ness” 

of inclusive education, considering the long tradition of segregated education 

imparted during the past decades (Ndengejeho 2006:9). 

 

Based on informal conversations with colleagues in other African universities and 

colleges, the researcher can conclude that for many African institutions of higher 

education, resource and attitudinal barriers hinder students with disabilities from 
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accessing education, and if the situation is not addressed, students with disabilities 

will remain excluded from quality higher education. 

 
2.3.7 Inclusive education in Namibia 
 

The relationship between poverty and disability, resulting into the exclusion of 

persons with disabilities from education, employment and economic development 

described above is not much different in Namibia (Ndengejeho 2006:9).  However, 

the National Policy on Disability (1997), the National Policy Guidelines on 

Educationally Marginalized Children (2002) and other policy interventions and 

initiatives to be discussed in chapter two of this dissertation, made commendable 

strides in assuring access to education by at risk groups. 

 

Inclusive education in Namibia stems from various international conventions and 

especially its signature to the Salamanca Declaration.  However, legislation outside 

the education sector has also provided a good frame of reference for inclusion.  In 

1997, the Government of the Republic of Namibia became one of the few African 

governments to enact a national policy on disability.  The main message of this policy 

was to make education for all children and youths mandatory, regardless of their 

abilities and disabilities.  The National Policy on Disability (1997) stressed that 

education should be rendered in integrated settings and that children with disabilities 

should not be separated from their peers on the basis of disability.  This policy has 

laid the foundation for many interventions in the disability sphere.  As a result of this 

policy, more and more children with disabilities have started attending and 

completing school.  

 

In February 2005, the National Assembly ratified the Continental Plan of Action for 

the African Decade of Persons with Disabilities.  The Namibian Plan of Action is 

currently coordinated and monitored by the Office of the Prime Minister. 

 

In September 2007, the deputy prime-minister of the Namibian Cabinet tabled the 

motion in parliament to ratify the United Nations Convention on the Rights of People 

with Disabilities and its Optional Protocols.  It is hoped that this convention will 
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facilitate equal participation of persons with disabilities in Namibia in all spheres of 

life (National Federation of People with Disabilities in Namibia 2007:2). 

 

In June 2008, the National Policy on Inclusive Education (Draft), which was 

commissioned by the Ministry of Education, was completed.  This document gives a 

mandate to all institutions in the education sector to eventually become inclusive 

schools, “providing education to all children in their locality” (Väyrynen 2008:3).  It 

further urges that the development of good inclusive education practices requires 

institutional change and all educational institutions should regularly monitor their 

policies and practices “and make sure that they meet the needs and aspirations of all 

learners” (Väyrynen 2008:13). 

 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights is regarded as one of the standard setting 

instruments and in Article 26 it states that “Higher Education shall be equally 

accessible to all on the basis of merit” (UNESCO 2004:15). This statement gives 

acknowledgement to the fact that, providing accessible and equitable higher education 

is one of the challenges of globalized societies.  If all party states, including Namibia, 

strive to live by this provision, higher education will no longer be a privilege of the 

elites, but a right to all. 

 

Despite the various legislation and theoretical commitments to inclusion, both at 

education as well as community and society levels, the implementation of inclusive 

education in Namibia is experiencing various challenges.  Zimba, Möwes and Naanda 

(2007:21) reiterate that the principles of inclusion, such as those mentioned above, 

have not been understood properly by stakeholders in the education system such as 

policy makers, school principals, teachers, parents and other policy makers and 

communities in Namibia.  Consequently, the paradigm shift towards inclusive 

education has been negatively affected by the lack of homogeneity in the concept of 

inclusion.  

 

The efforts on the part of the Namibian government to formulate and endorse 

legislation to cater for children and adults with disabilities are a demonstration of 

political will and commitment to the disability agenda.  It is these provisions that have 

created a positive atmosphere in which persons with disabilities are heard and seen.  
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Contrary to a few years ago, persons with disabilities are starting to seek more entry 

to higher education.  Since the inclusion of students with disabilities in higher 

education institutions commenced a few years ago, no empirical research has been 

conducted to explore the challenges faced by students with disabilities in higher 

education institutions.  The current study is thus a conscious attempt to fill that 

identified gap in knowledge.  

 
2.4 POLICY 
 
This section is aimed to explore policies, laws, conventions, regulations and any other 

legal or para-legal provisions used by various institutions of higher education in 

relation to students with disabilities globally, as well as in Namibia.  These include 

international, national and institutional policies that have relevance to the inclusion of 

students with disabilities in higher education in Namibia. 

 
2.4.1 Policy issues relevant to inclusive education: the Namibian 

perspective 
 
The importance of education for children and youths in any country in the world is a 

shared universal goal.  Often, children and youths with disabilities have been 

excluded from this goal due to the inability of education systems to sufficiently cater 

for them.  Many persons with disabilities seem to have been deprived from higher 

education as will be seen in the next section in this chapter.  Frieden (2003), cited by 

Opini (2006:1) stresses the importance of post-secondary education for persons with 

disabilities, but acknowledges that, although efforts to improve access to higher 

education in both developed and developing countries have increased tremendously, 

these have been characterized by slow progress.  This slow progress resulted in the 

struggle for equal access persons with disabilities face all over the world.  Namibia is 

no exception, and this was confirmed by SINTEF (2002:39).  This report indicates 

that persons with disabilities lag behind in terms of indicators such as literacy, 

employment and education when compared to their peers without disabilities. 

 

The Constitution of the Republic of Namibia in Article 20 makes a commitment to 

“Education for All.”  The commitment was further enhanced by the participation and 

ratification of the Jomtien World Conference on Education for All (1990). 
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In 1993, the then Ministry of Education released a policy document named “Towards 

Education for All”, in which four major goals are outlined on which the Namibian 

education system was to be based: access, democracy, quality and equity (Ministry of 

Education and Culture 1993:32).  In this document, government promises equal 

opportunities to all residents in Namibia.  The document goes further to suggest the 

integration of learners with special needs and disabilities as far as possible into the 

regular school.  Since this document was based on basic education (ages 6–16 years), 

it makes no mention of higher education provision.  However, these goals have been 

used across all education levels as cornerstones for the education system of Namibia 

after independence and education reforms thereafter. 

 

The National Disability Council Act 2007 echoes and aims to facilitate the 

implementation of National Disability Policy (1997) which is currently under review: 

 

Amongst the general principles of the Act is that of giving priority to 
enable persons with disabilities to take control over their lives by 
removing barriers to full participation in all areas, thus enabling them to 
reach a quality of life equal to that of fellow citizens without disabilities 
(Government Gazzette 2007:15). 

 

In 1994, Namibia joined 91 other governments and organizations in ratifying the 

Salamanca Declaration on Inclusive Education for Children with Special Needs.  In 

short, this document urges countries to commit themselves to teaching children with 

special needs and disabilities as far as possible in regular schools together with their 

peers (UNESCO 1994:12).  Governments committed to making the necessary 

budgetary allocations to make this policy workable.  Although some progress has 

been made, in many countries this commitment has not yet been translated into 

concrete changes, as there are major issues of attitudinal and infrastructural natures 

that need to be overcome before positive actions can take place. 

 

While the Salamanca Declaration makes no mention of students with disabilities at 

higher education level, it is assumed that, still at this level, students with disabilities 

should have access to any higher education institution of their choice, as long as they 

meet entry requirements, under the same provisions as their peers.  In fact the 
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National Policy of Disability (1997:3) strongly condemns discrimination and 

exclusion of persons with disability at any level of the ecological system.  

 

Quoting from Article 10 (Equality and Freedom from Discrimination) of the 

Namibian Constitution, the National Disability Policy (1997) reinforces that “all 

persons shall be equal before the law” and “no person may be discriminated against 

on the grounds of sex, race, colour, ethnic origin, creed or social or economic status” 

(National Policy of Disability 1997:3). 

 

In 1997, the Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation published the 

National Policy on Disability (Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation 

1997).  This policy emphasized the provision of education to all children, regardless 

of their individual differences, based on the fundamental principles of inclusive 

education in all spheres of life.  This means that students be given access to education 

together with their peers without disabilities.  In addition, students with disabilities 

have the right to be provided with the necessary support and compensatory services to 

enable them to access information, enhance their level of mobility and independence 

and compete with their peers in all spheres of life, as far as their interests and abilities 

permit. 

 

In fact, the Ministry of Higher Education, Vocational Training, Science and 

Technology made the pledge to: “ensure that all different disciplines (academic, 

technical and vocational education and training) facilities are made accessible to 

people with disabilities” (Ministry of Lands, Resettlement and Rehabilitation 

1997:11). 

 

In 1998, the Affirmative Action Act (Act 29 of 1998) was promulgated.  This act 

highlighted three designated groups whose members were to benefit from Affirmative  

Action measures in Namibia.  They are racially disadvantaged persons; women and 

persons with disabilities.   

 

While the Affirmative Action Act (1998) has prioritized persons with disabilities as 

one of the designated groups to benefit from its provisions, the Education Act no 16 

(2001) remained silent on persons with disabilities and special needs.  This implies a 
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short-sightedness, which could be interpreted as exclusion, in the Act as it pertains to 

education of students with special needs or disabilities.   

 

The National Disability Council Act was promulgated in 2004 (Act 26 of 2004) with 

the following commitment: 

 

The government of the Republic of Namibia dedicates itself to strive for the 
creation of a “Society for All” based on the principles of the Standard Rules 
on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities.  The 
Government declares to commit itself to the principles and policies outlined in 
this document” (Government Gazette of the Republic of Namibia, National 
Council Act 2004:14). 

 

The “Society for All” principle implies that opportunities open to all Namibians 

should be accessible by all Namibians, regardless of their abilities and disabilities.  

Higher education is currently perceived as the main pathway to the acquaintance of a 

high standard of living, and there is no doubt that all parents share this dream for all 

their children.  Clearly, it is known that persons with disabilities in Namibia are 

economically worse-off, compared to their peers without disabilities (SINTEF 

2003:119). While poverty and unemployment are amongst the many exclusionary 

factors for a person to attain this dream, using disability as an exclusionary measure is 

against the laws of the Republic of Namibia.  Similarly, not ensuring a smooth 

inclusion of persons with disabilities into existing social, academic and economic 

structures will continue to widen the gap between persons with disabilities and their 

peers without disabilities in all spheres of life.   

 

It appears that the Namibian government seems to couple vocational training with 

disability as opposed to academic training.  Where reference is made to higher 

education, a tone of vocational training is attached to it, as if to imply that the most 

appropriate form of education for persons with disabilities is vocational training.  “At 

post basic level, the Ministry [of Higher Education, Vocational Training, Science and 

Technology] intends to strive for a balance between academic, technical and 

vocational education and training.  The Ministry will make sure that all these different 

disciplines and facilities are made accessible to persons with disabilities when 

implementing this policy.  The higher education and vocational guidance and training 

will cooperate with MBEC [Ministry of Basic Education and Culture, now Ministry of 
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Education] and the Ministry of Labour respectively.” (Government Gazette No 26, 

2004:22).   

 

It is a global notion that vocational training be available to persons with intellectual 

and other disabilities, which could prevent them from pursuing academic study.  

However, vocational training can be also a field of interest for anyone, and not only to 

those with disabilities.  Disability should thus not be used to determine individual’s 

choices of study areas, but is should be available to those for whom it is of interest or 

the most appropriate choice. 

 

The National Policy on Inclusive Education (Draft 2008:3) identified eight main 

strategic areas for the implementation of Inclusive Education in the Education Sector: 

1. Inclusive Education should be perceived as an educational approach that aims 
at assuring wider access to education “by improving quality and diversifying 
educational practice.” 

2. All stakeholders should reach a common understanding regarding inclusive 
education: its meaning, its principles and its implementation possibilities. 

3. Educational institutions should move towards becoming inclusive and 
welcoming institutions to all learners and students in their communities.  Each 
institution should develop their own support base in order to respond to the 
needs of learners and students with special needs. 

4. Monitoring and Evaluation modalities need to be developed to keep track of, 
and provide both quantitative and qualitative data of the achievements and 
pitfalls of the inclusion process.  

5. It is proposed that the current Special Needs Education be decentralized, and 
regions be empowered to manage the inclusion process at the regional level. 

6. Teacher-education should be strengthened to enable teachers to have a holistic 
understanding of inclusive education, with at least one teacher per school 
developing a reasonable level of expertise to address the challenges of learners 
with special needs at school level. 

7. Managers and administrators in the education sector should be provided with 
skills and knowledge to enable them to understand, interpret and implement 
Inclusive education. 

8. The Basic Education curriculum needs to be revised so as to become more 
responsive to the educational needs of learners and students with diverse 
needs. 

 
Having reviewed some of the major legal provisions regarding education for persons 

with disabilities in Namibia, it becomes clear that in none of these policies is specific 

provision made to the inclusion of persons with disabilities in higher education 

(Jomtien Declaration (1990); Namibian Constitution (1990); Salamanca Declaration 

(1994); National Policy in Disability (1997); Education Act (2001); National 
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Disability Council (2004).  For the purpose of this writing, it is safe to say that 

inclusive education at higher education level was clearly an outcome of the successful 

inclusion of learners with disabilities at secondary level that yielded products for the 

post-secondary education institutions such as teacher training colleges, vocational 

training institutions, the Polytechnic of Namibia, and the University of Namibia. 

 
2.4.2 International policies and conventions and their relevance to 

Namibia 
 

Due to the fact that most international policies and conventions that have a bearing on 

inclusive education have already been discussed in the previous section on Namibia, 

only a few will be discussed here.  To demonstrate that policies and conventions alone 

cannot secure inclusive schools and societies, the researcher would like to take the 

reader through the World Bank’s evaluation of inclusive education. 

 

In the Disability Group of The World Bank Report 2003, Peters (2003:37) reports that 

examples of best practices for countries in the southern hemisphere have highlighted a 

number of challenges to inclusive education implementation.  These challenges have 

occurred at all system levels: micro-, meso, macro- and exo-levels.  Although this 

report has largely focused on school-level progress of inclusive education 

programmes, they are relevant to higher education as well.  They are summarized as 

follows: 

• Attitudes: Negative attitudes targeting learners with special needs have 
resulted in their exclusion from full-, or part-time participation in educational 
programmes due to their experiences of discrimination and prejudice. 

• Policies: In many countries, policies and laws supporting inclusive education 
have not been enacted. 

• Socio-economic factors: The inadequacy of educational resources, including 
qualified teachers, learning and teaching material, as well as poverty factors 
making it difficult for families to pay fees, have impacted negatively on 
inclusive education implementation. 

• Environment: The physical structures of schools made them inaccessible to 
children with physical disabilities, while unhealthy and non-reliable transport 
means exacerbated the problem of access of education to children and youths 
with disabilities. 

• Language and communication barriers:  Some children with disabilities were 
taught in a language inaccessible to them, in the absence of sign language and 
Braille instruction provisions. 
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• Curriculum: Many teachers were not exposed to the pedagogy of inclusion and 
could therefore not manage well teaching learners with diverse needs in large 
classes and with limited support. 

• Inadequate on uncoordinated human resource development meant lack of 
access to quality health care; early intervention services for prevention and 
development of disabilities for children, especially those whose family 
economies were not strong. 

• Organization and Governance: Education institutions lacked the leadership, 
infrastructure and trained personnel to support inclusive education 
programmes. 

• Knowledge base: Institutions lacked accurate data bases that could provide 
number of learners with disabilities, number of those reached by services, 
numbers of those excluded.  These inhibited planning and ultimate provision 
for students with disabilities (Peters 2003:37). 
 

It is the researcher’s conviction that most of these factors continue to counter the 

implementation of inclusive education at primary, secondary and higher education 

levels in many African countries, including Namibia.  Addressing these barriers at 

primary and secondary education level will assure that students with disabilities 

access higher education in both academic and vocational fields. 

 

Namibia is party to many United Nations regulations and directives.  In the absence of 

a legal mandate for inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education, these 

can serve as points of reference.  It is, however, not known how often these 

regulations and directives are used to argue for provisions for specific target groups in 

Namibia. 

 

The United Nations Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons 

with Disabilities (1994) is vocal about issues of access and total social integration of 

persons with disabilities in their societies.  “The principle of equal rights implies that 

the needs of each and every individual are of equal importance, that those needs must 

be made the basis of the planning of societies and that all resources must be employed 

in such a way as to ensure that every individual has equal opportunities for 

participation”  (1994:11, number 25).  This is an illustration that the demand for equal 

participation in education by persons with disabilities is indeed justified as it is a 

human right as are gender issues, children rights and HIV/AIDS.  This right has been 

further expanded through the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

(2008) that was discussed in chapter one. 
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The Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities 

adopted by the United Nations in 1994 after revision reaffirms the responsibility of 

general education systems toward children, youths and adults with disabilities.  

Furthermore, it also demands that education for persons with disabilities should be 

planned for, together with other sections and not be viewed as a separate or additional 

section as it is the case in many countries, in the world (A/RES/48/96: 12; United 

Nations 1994:23; Zimba et al 2004:17).  Rule 6 reads as follows: 

 
1. States shall recognize the principle of equal primary, secondary and tertiary 

educational opportunities for children, youths and adults with disabilities, in 
integrated settings.  They should ensure that the education of persons with 
disabilities is an integral part of the education system. 

2. General educational authorities are responsible for the education of persons with 
disabilities in integrated settings.  Education for persons with disabilities should 
form an integral part of national education planning, curriculum development and 
school organization. 

3. To accommodate educational provisions for persons with disabilities in the 
mainstream, States should: 
a. Have a clearly stated policy, understood and accepted at school level and by 

the wider community; 
b. Allow for curriculum flexibility, addition and adaptation; 
c. Provide for quality materials, ongoing teacher training and support for 

teachers. 
4. Education in the mainstream schools presupposes the provisions of interpreters 

and other support services. Adequate accessibility and support services designed 
to meet the needs of persons with different disabilities, should be provided 
(United Nations 1994:23–25). 
 

The above four benchmarks make appeals to governments and countries to include 

persons with disabilities fully into educational programmes while providing the 

necessary support to compensate for the limitations resulting from their disabilities.  

Although many countries have started moving toward implementing them, many still 

experience problems with functional incorporation and inclusion of the education 

systems. 

 

While it is common knowledge that on a humanitarian basis, persons with disabilities 

have the same rights as anyone else, and therefore, have a right to higher education, 

little is known about the experiences and challenges of students with disabilities at 

institutions of higher learning.  Students with disabilities and special needs may pose 

a number of challenges that the system does not automatically take into consideration.  

The students may also experience too much sympathy and support because of their 
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disabilities.  Similarly, they may be rejected or ignored by their lecturers and peers 

alike; not that the latter have a deliberate intention to discriminate against them, but 

out of lack of knowledge and ignorance.  Despite the legislative provisions, students 

with disabilities are likely to experience challenges due to environmental barriers. 

 

UNESCO, which has been one of the developmental partners driving the inclusive 

education paradigm globally, has focused largely on schools, and not on higher 

education institutions.  At higher education level, their discussions were dominated by 

the other perspectives of diversity such as those of the high cost of higher education in 

some countries as well as gender issues.  This situation has left those who are eager to 

implement inclusive education at higher education level with limited international 

instruments on which to base their efforts.  It is hoped that the World Conference on 

Higher Education taking place in Paris, France, from 5–8 July 2009 will discuss the 

plight of students with disabilities. 

 

 

2.5 HIGHER EDUCATION RESPONSES TO STU-

DENTS WITH DISABILITIES 

In this section, the researcher discusses findings of previous studies on how other 

countries and institutions have responded to disability in higher education institutions. 

Although the themes are divided into sub-sections for technical reasons, there is 

overlap between themes. 

 

 
2.5.1 Institutional policies 

In 1999, South Africa has released White Paper 6: Building Inclusive Education and 

Training System (Lomofsky & Lazarus 2001:314) with the following six foundational 

principles: 

1. “Education and training policies, legislation, advisory bodies and governance and 
organizational arrangements which emphasize capacity building at leadership and 
management levels and the fostering of inter-sectoral collaboration. 

2. Strengthening education support services, with a focus on the development of support 
teams at all levels. 

3. Expanding provision of, and access to education, initially through the development of 
selected inclusive institutions within the context of district development. 

4. Curriculum, assessment and quality assurance, with a focus on the development of a 
flexible curriculum. 
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5. Information, advocacy and mobilization programmes to facilitate a shift in thinking 
about ‘special needs and support’ in the country towards and understanding of, and 
support for the development of an inclusive education and training system. 

6. The provision of appropriate and adequate funding support which focuses on 
addressing particular education needs” (Lomofsky & Lazarus 2001:314). 

 

White Paper 6 has enhanced the move towards an inclusive education system, 

although challenges continue to be experienced with this process.  Higher education 

institutions have also started to develop institutional policies based on White Paper 6.  

One of the challenges to inclusive education in South Africa is the poverty facing the 

majority of the country’s population ((Lomofsky & Lazarus 2001:314). 

 

Although policy formulation is viewed by many as a good starting point for any 

innovation, and for inclusive education in particular, Bevan-Brown (2006:222) asserts 

that in New Zealand there are an abundance of policies and policy guidelines, yet 

these have not assured that children with disabilities are not excluded, neglected or 

inadequately provided for.  At the same time, Bevan-Brown (2006:222) acknowledges 

that legislation has done a great deal to develop an understanding and acceptance of 

disability and inclusion.  It is unfortunate that knowledge and understanding has not 

yielded a great deal of success on positive actions toward effective inclusion of 

learners with disabilities.  This is a warning that, when policies are developed, it is 

important that implementation is achievable and it is part of the process.  The 

researcher agrees with this position.  Policy formulation, therefore, without the 

necessary structures, attitudes and values to implement it, is as good as theory without 

application.  The reasons for the non-implementation of inclusive policies should also 

be investigated and avoided in future policies.  Bevan-Brown (2006:222) offers the 

following reasons for children with special needs being inadequately provided for 

despite comprehensive policies: 

• Lack of culturally appropriate services, programmes, assessment measures 

and resources.  These, coupled with lack of culturally appropriate 

interventions, insufficient funding and lack of appropriately-trained 

professionals had detrimental outcomes to Maori children with special 

needs in New Zealand. 

• Detrimental individual and societal beliefs, attitudes and practices. 
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• Denial of cultural differences and the use of same identification and 

assessment procedures have led to many children being wrongly assessed 

and labeled. 

 

Most institutions of higher education globally have policies that are not structured, 

and some do not have policies addressing inclusion at all.  Although they offer 

services to students with disabilities, the majority do not have a written policy on how 

to deal with students with disabilities.  DeFord (2006:80) states that for a university to 

be inclusive, it should be open to students with diverse abilities.  Mostly, DeFord 

maintains, students with special needs have great intellectual capacities and all they 

need is a supportive environment in which they can learn effectively (DeFord 

2006:81).  DeFord identifies different levels of services offered by colleges:  

• Level one consists of a structured program, which has a director and staff 

certified to meet the needs of students with diverse needs, offering flexible 

admission requirements and a wide range of additional services. 

• Level two is also referred to as coordinated services.  Under this type of 

programme, students have to disclose their disabilities and request services 

they need, such as prolonged time to write tests, availability of note-takers, 

books on tape, and human guides (DeFord 2006:80). 

 

In the USA, the Americans with Disability Act (ADA) 1990 set the pace for the 

inclusion of students with disabilities in post-secondary education.  Many students 

with a variety of disabilities, whether hidden or visible, entered colleges. The three 

most commonly occurring disabilities in American colleges were, according to 

Treloar (1999:2), learning disabilities, physical (also described as orthopedic or 

mobility) disabilities, and chronic illnesses or health impairments.  The inclusion 

process of students with disabilities was not without challenges for both students and 

faculty.  Students hid their disabilities out of fear for prejudice. In most cases, faculty 

lacked didactic as well as emotional preparedness to deal with these students.  Many 

had no prior exposure whatsoever.  In such situations, it was possible that students 

with disabilities felt misunderstood, discriminated against and not considered 

sufficiently in educational settings (Treloar 1999:2; Denhart 2008:483).  Colleges 

were obliged to render support services based on both legislative and social policy 
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while institutional cultures did not embrace this change. This description suits the 

current situation in Namibian higher education institutions. 

 

In a paper in which argues for the removal of structural and administrative barriers 

that discourage students with physical disabilities to participate and compete fairly in 

educational and other activities with their peers without disabilities, Kosloski 

(1994:37) queries why such barriers still exist despite political and human rights 

guidelines discouraging them.  Is it then so, he asks, that such barriers are composed 

in traditional guidelines and evaluative measures? 

 

Kosloski (1994:37) further argues for the importance of research as the global society 

continues to be faced by two challenges in higher education:  

1) Charges (high tuition fees) that make programmes exhibit an elitism that 

discourages widespread participation. 

2) Ever increasing budget and administrative cut-backs. 

 

This situation is true for African universities and colleges, where disability was never 

considered in the design of programmes or the physical infrastructures of institutions.  

More so, until recently, budgets and administration have never included disability as a 

factor.  In most institutions, there are no policies or statements pronouncing the stance 

of institutions regarding students with disabilities (Denhart 2008:483). 

 

In the same vein, Derryberry (1991) cited by Kosloski (1994:38) argues from a United 

Kingdom perspective that the “total forensic programme must remain sensitive to the 

programme of access in admission, theory and practice.” 

 

Not surprisingly, the findings of Kosloski (1994:40) revealed that although 

programme administrators across the sample held positive attitudes towards the 

inclusion of students with disabilities in sport programmes, the logistics governing 

achievement in such programmes were clearly undermining.  When coaches were 

asked, “Do you have any concerns as a coach about working with physically 

challenged students in your program?” they revealed various types of anxieties about 

embracing such diversity. 
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Forty six percent of the respondents expressed concerns about the presence of sport 

competitors with physical disabilities, including: 

• General mobility issues 

• The cost of providing adequate transport for wheel-chair users 

• Building accessibility 

 

Some narratives to support these findings read:  

 

“…our squad room and our communication building are currently inaccessible 
– they both have many stairs and no ramps or elevators.” 

 

Another respondent, making reference to a student with visual impairment said: 

 
“[He] has tried a number of methods of transportation from building to building 
at tournaments.  He asks other competitors and his teammates.  He tried to get 
volunteers to come along and help, but neither [he] nor the team can afford to 
hire someone. …His teammates are running to rounds and don’t have time to 
help him.  So he does his best to get around. …He has been lost in basement, 
been misdirected by students and maintenance staff to the wrong buildings, and 
fallen into a whole being dug out for a basement on campus”. 

 

It is assumed that a lot of developments have taken place in the area of provision for 

students with disabilities in the UK, as literature indicates, over the past years since 

1994.  However, for many African universities, including Namibia, the situation is 

likely to be as described in the study referred to herein (Ndengejeho 2006:12). 

 

The latter finding corresponds to those of Forest (2003:271) who, when asked about 

the greatest obstacles of students with disabilities, ranked transport to institutions as 

the greatest barrier.  Forest (2003:271) maintains that students with disabilities had to 

make use of non-adapted transportation and many, especially those having to use 

wheelchairs, simply could not get to classes in time.  Students also mentioned that 

their constant late coming resulting from the transportation problems led to them 

being negatively perceived by their lecturers. 

 

In a study conducted in Cyprus Private Universities to assess higher education 

provision for students with disabilities, Hadjikakou and Hartas (2007:103) find that 

students with hidden disabilities hid their disabilities and did not declare them to 
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institutions out of fear of stigma.  However, in most of the universities in Cyprus, 

provision focused individual students and provision was not necessarily 

institutionalized.  This finding is congruent with that of Denhart (2008:483). 

 

One major finding of Hadjikakou and Hartas (2007:103) is that all institutions that 

participated in the study in Cyprus had a policy regarding identification and provision 

of students with disabilities, which was informed by the National Special Needs 

Education Law (106).  Each institution’s prospectus also had non-discriminatory 

statements on admittance and provision of equal education. 

 

Although the legal framework was conducive, institutional heads claimed that 

provision was not as it should be because of the lack of information on students with 

disabilities, given the students’ tendencies to withhold information.  Conversely, some 

students who disclosed their disability statuses believed that they would have 

experienced fewer adversities in their studies had they rather not disclosed their 

disabilities (Hadjikakou & Hartas 2007:107)  Some students reported lack of 

sensitivity accompanied by the use of offensive language such as, “Are you deaf?” or 

“Change your glasses” by faculty (Hadjikakou & Hartas 2007:108).  They also 

reported that very few staff members were trained in supporting students with 

disabilities, leaving students with disabilities with few options of support.  Students 

relied on psychologists, counselors and peers who often intervened on their behalf.  

This confirms the side-effect of disclosure; that it has a tendency to invoke stigma 

(Denhart 2008:484). 

 

Roer-Strier (2002:914) puts the importance of providing services to students with 

disabilities into perspective.  According to Roer-Strier (2002:914), it is a reality that 

disability often results in poor self-concept, isolation, inadequate peer relationships, 

reduced academic success often caused by inadequate or inappropriate 

accommodation of the environment in the institution to students’ circumstances, 

eroded self-esteem resulting from many years of shame, internalizing labels of 

incompetence and experiences of dependency, fear, anxiety and helplessness.  

Although the work of Roer-Strier (2002) focuses on students with learning 

disabilities, the discussions can as well be applied to a wider spectrum of disabilities.  

Students with disabilities are likely to experience frustration, anger and general stress 
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resulting from attitudes of others toward them as well as non-responsiveness of their 

total environment to their needs.  These are key reasons why institutions of higher 

education should strive towards the elimination of barriers by providing services and 

concessions in accordance with individual needs of students. 

 

Among the lessons the researcher learned from literature in this section is that 

institutions of higher education should have institutional policies about students with 

disabilities (Hall & Tinklin 1998:4).  Such policies are likely to make the provision 

for students with disabilities mandatory, make the standpoint of the institution 

regarding disability issues known to students, staff and other stakeholders and also 

provide guidelines on how disability issues should be handled.  The policies should 

further provide direction to the institution, regarding including students with 

disabilities as well as the rights, entitlements and provisions for students with 

disabilities.  The researcher has her reservations regarding the impact of policies on 

actions and interventions in a Namibian context where many good policies at national, 

regional, local and institutional levels exist, with non-significant influence on 

practices.  It is the researcher’s suggestion that if institutional policies regarding 

students with disabilities are developed, they be accompanied by the appointment of a 

“watch dog” that will be tasked specifically with the implementation and monitoring 

of such policy.  An inter-sectoral steering committee, such as those existing for other 

issues such as HIV and AIDS and sexual harassment in some Namibian higher 

education institutions could be a practical measure to save guard inclusive education 

institutional policies. 

 

Literature also seems to suggest that many global institutions started to record 

successes in supporting students with disabilities when disability officers were 

appointed.  This opinion is confirmed by findings of the current research where the 

majority of respondents recommended the establishment of a particular unit with staff 

specifically assigned to disability issues. 
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2.5.2 
 

Attitudes toward individuals with disabilities 

This theme will present literature discussing the impact of attitudes towards 

disabilities globally and nationally, direct the construction of meanings of disability, 

and how these in turn impact students with disabilities in higher education. 

 

Many authors internationally reiterate the relationship existing between culture and 

opportunities for inclusive higher education (McLean et al 2003; Berreman 1981 in 

McLean et al 2003:219; Haihambo & Lightfoot 2008:9).  Some of the ways in which 

this relationship is demonstrated are: 

• Culture and ethnicity influence family and peer attitudes to disability. 

• Cultural differences are nothing but a social organization resulting in 

differential access to social power and community participation. 

• The degree to which persons with disabilities could cease educational 

opportunities varies alongside social, political, economic and legislative 

frameworks (McLean et al 2003:219). 

 

According to Barr and Bracchitta (2008:226), there still exists a belief in some 

contemporary western societies that people with disabilities are inferior or less 

competent than those without disabilities.  From this perspective, persons with 

disabilities are stereotyped as dependent, unstable and isolated (Furnham and 

Thompson, cited by Barr and Bracchitta (2008:226).  It is worth noting that this belief 

system is not only limited to western societies. 

 

Extending a similar thinking, Forest (2003:274) reports that in the 1990’s, Japan 

appeared to be far behind Canada and the United States regarding their acceptance 

and integration of individuals with disabilities.  It was normal practice for persons 

with disabilities to be kept at home rather than being educated in schools.  This 

largely had to do with a belief that people with disabilities were not expected to have 

high educational outcomes.  Forest (2003:274), however, believes that there have 

been positive developments in that country since then. 

 

One way in which attitudes toward persons with disabilities is expressed, is through 

language used to describe, categorize and label persons with disabilities.  Smith 
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(2004:31) refers to pejorative terms used to describe limitations of individuals with 

disabilities used in a research proposal he reviewed.  In that particular proposal, Smith 

(2004:31) found references to “the lame, halt and the blind” as offensive.  In another 

instance, a proposal that was aimed at promoting disability studies in a teacher-

education curriculum, one anonymous reviewer remarked: “Teacher-education could 

do without adding yet another minority group – disability- to their already 

overflowing plate of issues to deal with in public school classrooms” (Smith 2004:31).  

These quotes are indicative of a negative attitude characterized by labeling and 

dismissal of a group not deemed necessary.  

 

According to Denhart (2008:484), it is important to understand disability within the 

context where it arises because it is a “product of social interaction” (McDermott and 

Varenne, in Denhart 2008:484).  This position confirms the social construction of 

disability and thus the prominence of the social model of disability in disability 

studies.  The same finding also links the social model to the ecological theory of 

Bronfenbrenner (1979) which implies that, if in any system the individual encounters 

negative experiences, it will affect his or her co-existence with the total environment. 

 

Tirussew (2006:58) argues that in Ethiopia, disability is contextualized in a manner 

that encourages negative attitudes toward persons with disabilities.  The cause of 

disability is perceived in the following three ways, as a curse; as a result of a sin 

committed by parents, ancestors or the person with disability and by supernatural 

powers.  This notion ascribes to the traditional model in which disability is associated 

with sin, shame and guilt.  Unfortunately, this model perpetuates social rejection, self-

hatred, dependency and hopelessness.  Consequently, many parents hide their children 

with disabilities at home, depriving them from stimulation and educational 

opportunities (Tirussew 2006:58; Zimba et al 2004:32).  These attitudes continue to 

exist across all levels of education, including higher education.  Until the early 1990’s 

and especially after Jomtien Education for All and the Salamanca Special Education 

Conferences, many African countries based their education systems on the traditional 

model. 

 

Similarly, Haihambo and Lightfoot (2008:17), in their paper about cultural beliefs, 

myths and attitudes regarding disability in Namibia, reveal that many derogatory 
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terms were used by respondents to refer to individuals with disabilities.  In the 

Omusati region for example, it was common for people with disabilities to be 

addressed by their disability and not by their own names.  This practice was 

confirmed in other regions such as the Caprivi where a child who is deaf and therefore 

cannot speak, is referred to as “simumu”, (meaning deaf), and not addressed by his or 

her name. 

 

The traditional model of disability, in which disability is associated with curses; 

witchcraft and supernatural powers, is common in, but not isolated to Africa 

(Ndengejeho 2006:9).  In India, one school of thought is of the assumption that 

disability implies a “lack” or “flaw.”  This assumption has its base in Hindu 

mythology that has a story of a certain King Dhritrashtra who was dethroned because 

of his visual impairment (Ghai 2001:27).  This finding correlates with those of 

Namibian research where persons with disabilities are often referred to as 

“incomplete.”  In Oshiwambo, the language of the majority ethnic group in Namibia, 

the term “ina pwa”, directly translating into “someone who is not complete” is used, 

while in Otjiherero, the term “una ozondunge ozohinga” directly translating into 

“someone with half-cognition” is used to refer to persons with intellectual impairment 

(Zimba et al 2004:65; Haihambo-Muetudhana & Hengari 2004:22).  These confirm 

the association of disablement with incompleteness discussed earlier in this chapter 

(Watermeyer 2009:91). 

 

The second school of thought in Indian history is one that perceives persons with 

disabilities as suffering God’s punishment for wrongdoings of themselves, their 

parents or the ancestors.  Through this perception, it is also believed that disability 

arises from a curse (Ghai 2001:27).  Again, this view is supported by Namibian 

literature (Zimba et al 2004:68). 

 

A third school of thought in Indian history is the one that suggests that disabled 

people are a gift from God and are therefore considered “children of God” (Ghai 

2001:27).  This is also a common traditional perception in Namibia and the 

Oshiwambo language coined the phrase “omuntu gwa Kalunga” meaning a person of 

God (Zimba et al 2004:66).  According to Ghai (2001:27), although this reference 

might be perceived negatively in modern day interpretations of disability, it has a 
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dignified connotation of difference.  These traditional views of disabilities are framed 

in the medical model of disability. 

 

In the United Kingdom (UK), Michalko (2009:65) strongly argues against the framing 

of disability from a medical perspective of “something-has-gone-wrong” and 

therefore diagnosis followed by rehabilitation is needed.  “The latter perspective 

conceives of disability as the body, mind or senses “gone wrong” and thus restricts 

any engagement with disability to the understanding that it is a bio-medical condition, 

and an unfortunate one at that, a condition framed as an affliction that negatively 

affects some individuals.”  Michalko (2009:66) maintains that because society views 

disability as “trouble,” it makes it to appear as such.  Furthermore, Michalko 

(2009:69) criticizes the reframing of disability language as but one way society 

attempts to “linguistically frame the presence of disability, and describes the rhetoric 

“persons with disabilities” as “ubiquitous” and a way of privileging personhood while 

labeling disability as “a thing that attaches itself to people.”  By so doing, disability is 

not “conceived and experienced as an existentially valued embodied difference” 

(Michalko 2009:69).   

 

By these arguments, Michalko (2009:72) returns the issue of disability language to the 

theoretical debate on language and labeling with the questions whether or not the 

world is not placing disability in an inferior social position to personhood.  Based on 

this scholarly thought arising from personal experiences, it becomes important that the 

world reconsiders the use of disability language from a socio-political perspective, 

especially taking into account the impact of language on the disability population.  

Acknowledging this debate, the researcher wishes to suggest that these ideas are 

discussed widely and research strengthened in this area, so as to arrive at an alignment 

of language used to describe disability as part of humanity and not alongside 

humanity (Priestley 2001:xvii).  

 

In a similar vein, Priestley (2001:xvii) reiterates that disability language is culturally 

and historically situated, and therefore disability studies authors should be critical in 

their choices of terminology.  They should, however, keep in mind the assertiveness 

of disabled people in defining their own experiences. 
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Smith (2004:31) also cites Michalko (2002) as having indicated that in a particular 

college of education, many graduate and undergraduate students have constantly 

complained about “special accommodations” being made for students with 

disabilities, while yet another group of students frame their discussions on disability 

in ways that are patronizing and lack scholarly understanding. 

 

Lomofsky, Roberts and Mvambi (1999:69–78) in Engelbrecht et al (1999) discuss 

what could be interpreted as samples of inclusive environments.  While it is 

acknowledged that their paper targeted schools, and not institutions of higher learning, 

their ideas can be replicated to institutions of higher learning.  They acknowledged 

that inclusion of students with disabilities is likely to put higher demands on the 

teacher, in this case lecturers.  Attitudes play an important role, therefore, where 

needed, attitudes of those transmitting education should change from targeting a 

selected few, to supporting all students.  This change will involve attitudes toward 

student’s abilities, attitudes toward disabilities, and attitudes toward the process of 

change in itself.  Lecturers may need support in achieving this goal.   

 

What is clear from all the above discussions is that, if inclusive education practices 

are promoted, negative attitudes and perceptions will start to fade with exposure, 

perhaps much sooner than expected.  It can also be concluded that, the way disability 

is perceived, has much to do with the challenges students with disabilities are likely to 

face in their institutions of higher education.  The researcher is of the opinion that 

although attitudes take long to change, not starting to address attitude change will 

further delay the change process. 

 

 

2.5.3 Institutional environments and provisions for students with 

disabilities 

This theme will explore literature on physical, social and infrastructural space of 

institutions and the role the environment play in the contentment of students with 

disabilities in higher education institutions.  These will include buildings, pavements, 

and sport fields as well as abstract attributes of the environment such as role players’ 
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attitudes toward disability and availability of psycho-social support services such as 

counseling. 

 

The National Policy on Inclusive Education (Draft 2008:13) in Namibia states that the 

development of sound inclusive practices requires institutional change.  Educational 

institutions need to review their policies and practices regularly to suit the ever-

changing needs of students with disabilities.  Not only is it expected of institutions to 

adjust their physical structures, but a mindset change is more crucial. 

 

Gledhill (1999:15) regards the support for students with disabilities as a joint 

responsibility of various offices at a university or college: student administration, 

physical planners, legislation on health and safety and public relations are all needed 

to drive the institution to the expected standards of support.  Institutions should not 

limit the scope of provision to providing wheelchair access.  It is not only students 

with disabilities who will benefit from automatic doors, removal of steps and easier 

access to all the buildings.  Delivery staff, parents with children and staff in general 

also operate easier in an environment that is accessible.  It is important to note that, all 

students and staff will benefit from an easily accessible, safe and clean environment. 

 

In addition to access, institutions of higher education are also expected to offer 

pastoral care in the provision of special examination settings to students with 

disabilities who need differentiated settings (Gledhill 1999:14).  Such provision does 

not only show that the institution is flexible in its procedures, but it also ensures that 

students are evaluated on an equal footing as those without disabilities. 

 

In a study conducted by Holloway (2001:599) in the UK, students with disabilities 

were often expected to make their own arrangements, and to do so repeatedly, even 

where service was promised.  Many students found this process not only draining, but 

also frustrating, as expressed by one student below: 

 

… one of the things which really bugs me is having to organize all this 
(informing people/time extensions/exam needs notification). It’s time again and 
extra time, in exams I have to go round people and ask to make sure I’ve got the 
extra time organized because we’re allowed 10 minutes extra per hour of exam 
time, but it means I’ve got to make sure that’s happening.  It’s not done 
automatically for me … In fact the first few weeks of term I spent an awful long 
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time just walking round making sure everyone knew who I was and the 
particular problem (Student in Holloway 2001:599). 

 
Furthermore, people in higher education institutions should commit themselves to 

equal provision for all students, both part-time and full-time.  Students deserve the 

same level of support and care, regardless of their mode of studies (Gledhill 1999:14).  

Many institutions argue that, providing for a small group of students with particular 

characteristics does not make economic sense.  Part-time students as well as students 

with disabilities are often affected by decisions based on this argument.  However, 

Gledhill (1999:12) argues that if the institution is committed to equality, it should 

ensure that all services are available at all times to all students.  Services such as 

catering, library facilities, computer facilities, leisure space, counseling, and many 

more should not only be available at all times, but should also be accessible to all.  If 

alternative provisions have been made, these should be known to all students. 

 

The researcher assumes that due to the newness of inclusive education at the higher 

education level in Namibia, the equal provision model suggested above will require 

changes in management as well as policies and practices.  According to Hunt, 

Bromage and Tomkinson (2006:3) change “is facilitated by organizational cultures 

that are characterized by a consensus of values, willing collaboration and an orderly 

secure environment where stakeholders are encouraged to take on leadership roles.”  

This implies that institutional management will be required to consider processes that 

would enhance the change toward inclusive education and equal provision if they are 

to engage in global innovations of higher education.  Consequently, institutional 

policies, cultures and practices will reflect this change.  The realities, challenges and 

processes of change are far beyond the scope of this study and thus will not be 

discussed in detail. 

 

Adams (2001) cited by Riddel et al (2005:9) undertook a study tour to understand the 

lessons learnt in Australia for higher education institutions prior to the implementation 

of Part four of the DDA.  The following key findings emerged: 

• The major identified gap in provision for students with disabilities in higher 

education was the quality of advice, information and support given to 

academic staff. 
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• The majority of legal cases taken against institutions were directly related to 

teaching and learning issues through direct discrimination in not allowing 

access to specific courses; the inability to make reasonable adjustments to 

teaching and learning and the absence of material in alternative formats. 

• Pockets of best practices existed in relation to the production of flexible 

learning resources, but these were not well-disseminated to other institutions. 

• Disability was treated as a social welfare and policies in relation to students 

with disabilities were not linked to other access strategies. 

 

In preparation for the World Conference on Higher Education that was held in Paris, 

France from 5–10 October 1998, the UNESCO section for Special Needs Education 

commissioned a survey for the provisions of students with disabilities in universities 

around the globe.  Thirty five universities from 35 countries responded to the survey 

(UNESCO (1999:2).  The findings of the study show that very few students with 

disabilities received higher education.  In many universities, students with disabilities 

were less than one percent, with the exception of Sydney one point thirty one percent 

and Rabat one point four percent (UNESCO 1999:5).  It has to be kept in mind that 

identification of disabilities also posed a problem and the possibility exists that some 

students with disabilities were not identified.  The survey reveals that physical 

disability was the most commonly identified category of disability, followed by visual 

impairment.  This can be attributed to the physical nature of these two categories of 

disabilities.  There was a lack of comprehensive information regarding the situation of 

disability in universities and this hampered planning and monitoring of information. 

 

The survey revealed that 27 out of 35 universities provided counseling of students 

with disabilities under the umbrella of general counseling services, while 15 out of 35 

offered special counseling services to students with disabilities (UNESCO 1999:7).  

Some examples of special services include the provision of personal orientation to 

university life as well as to services available (Addis Ababa) and a range of services 

such as social welfare, student activities, physical- and psychosocial health care and 

orientation and mobility services to students with visual impairments (Cairo). 
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In reference to preparation of staff, 17 out of 35 universities provided staff with 

training to support students with disabilities (UNESCO 1999:10).  The staff services 

showed huge discrepancies.  The university in Cape Town that participated in the 

study had a continuous plan to sensitize the university academics towards the needs of 

students with disabilities and also prepared individual staff members to respond to the 

needs of students with disabilities.  Some universities made an announcement or sent 

a letter at the beginning of the year informing staff about students with special needs 

in their classes. 

 

The survey also sought information regarding the financing of support for students 

with disabilities.  Fourteen universities reported that services for students with 

disabilities were funded by the state; 11 universities reported that services were 

funded by universities; three universities relied on NGO or charity funding; three 

universities reported that services were funded by students with disabilities 

themselves and for 11 universities no funding source was reported or it was reported 

that data was not available (UNESCO 1999:11). 

 

The findings of the above survey revealed that universities were at liberty to 

implement innovations regarding the support to students with disabilities based on 

their local realities, cultures, visions and missions. 

 

 
2.5.4 Challenges regarding physical facilities  

Under this theme the challenges that students internationally have experienced due to 

the nature of physical facilities at their institutions of higher education are discussed. 

 

The 1999 UNESCO survey discussed in section 2.5.3 reveals that for the 35 

universities that participated in this survey, factors that impacted on the 

responsiveness of the university environment to the needs of students with disabilities 

included the number of students with disabilities on campus, the pattern or nature of 

their disabilities and the physical structure of the campus (UNESCO 1999:14). 

 

Reporting on the accessibility of the environment, in nine universities, full access to 

lecture halls was provided to students with disabilities, while in 12 universities 
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students with disabilities had partial access to lecture halls and in another 12 

universities, students with disabilities had limited or no access. 

 

In five universities, students with disabilities had full access to the university campus, 

in 12 universities students with disabilities had partial access to campus and in 11 

universities, students with disabilities had limited or no access to campus. 

 
Table 1: Challenges regarding physical facilities  
f 

 Full access/ 
special 

provision 

Partial access Limited or 
nor access 

No data 
available 

Lecture halls 9 12 12 2 
Laboratories 7 10 8 7 
Libraries 8 8 13 5 
Campus 5 12 11 7 
Adopted from UNESCO 1999:14 
 

The survey also reported on other features of the physical environment including 

access to toilets, parking areas, telephones and food outlets, and the following data 

emerged: 

 

In fifteen universities, students with disabilities had full access to toilets, in eight 

universities, they had partial access to toilets and in another eight universities, 

students with disabilities had limited or no access to toilets while in four universities, 

data was not available.  Another example is that of access to cafés or food outlets:  In 

nine universities, students with disabilities had full access to campus food outlets, in 

seven universities, they had partial access, in nine universities they had limited or no 

access and in ten universities, data regarding access to food outlets were not available 

(UNESCO 1999:15). 

 

It was also reported that 13 universities offered adapted living accommodation to 

students with disabilities, nine universities offered special transport arrangements and 

seven universities provided special menus for students with disabilities. 

 

From literature in general, it appears that students with physical and sensory 

disabilities experience more challenges related to the infrastructure of institutions than 
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did other students.  Losinsky, Levi, Saffey and Jelsma (2002:307) find that students 

using wheelchairs in a specific higher education institution in South Africa were often 

unable to reach lecture rooms within the regulated ten minutes timeframe.  They were 

continuously late for classes.  They were also less able to consult with lecturers after 

classes.  On the social front, students with disabilities were less able to use time 

between classes to interact with peers, putting them at the periphery of social 

interactions with peers.   

 

The institution in question fell short of basic standards to accommodate students with 

physical disabilities.  Buildings were largely inaccessible with a wheelchair, while 

some buildings were only partly accessible.  It also appeared that alterations to toilets, 

working surfaces and lift controls did not receive the priority they deserved.  The 

authors (Losinsky et al 2002:308) the following recommendations: 

• Physical restructuring in older institutions might prove economically 

challenging; therefore, support to students with physical disabilities should 

be increased. 

• Institutions of higher learning should monitor accessibility of different 

venues and courses to students with disabilities. 

• Institutions should advise students with physical disabilities of course 

options that are readily available.  By doing so, students with disabilities 

will be directed to institutions or courses where their needs are maximally 

addressed. 

• Time allocated for traveling between lectures should be increased; and 

programmes could be restructured to minimize distances for students using 

wheelchairs, reviewing the use of specific venues for students using 

wheelchairs. 

 

The above findings are shared by Forest (2003:271) who writes from the perspective 

of a university in Canada.  When asked about transportation difficulties, students were 

quoted as saying: 

• “I was never there for a class in time.” 
• “I was always late.” 
• “When there was an exam that wasn’t on one of my scheduled days the van would 

pick me up, or I couldn’t get there” Forest (2003:271).   
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In many educational institutions, it is often reported that many students with physical 

disabilities have dropped out due to difficulties of getting to classes in time and the 

impact it had on their relationship with their lecturers (Losinsky et al 2002:307; 

Holloway 2001:603). 

 

Holloway (2001:603) also noted similar experiences of students using wheelchairs, as 

one of her respondents remarked: 

 

“The way the building is situated in the … department, I had to go in one 
outside door, but for seminars and tutorials I had to come out of that door and 
go right around the building and go in through another door—whereas most 
students would go straight, right through the building from the lecture room to 
the seminar room up some steps. Impossible for me with a wheelchair. It was 
impossible for me to go to the tutors’ rooms apart from one or two tutors on 
ground floor level—all the tutors were upstairs. The access to the seminar room 
was through an outside door (. re exit) and it’s a double door and it’s 
horrendously dif. cult to get into … even with someone pushing me it’s 
difficult. The first two years they wouldn’t give me a key … those doors are 
always locked for security reasons …which made it awkward if it was raining, I 
would have to wait outside. Occasionally I would get annoyed and tell the 
administrative office for the department, they would usually apologies and it 
would be put right for the following time (but not more than this). It made me 
angry and frustrated—it was wasting my time to have to sort this thing out and 
time is valuable to a student”. 

 

Access to the library was also another barrier that often contributed to the frustrations 

experienced by students with physical disabilities as well as other types of disabilities 

for instance dyslexia and other hidden disabilities.  For example, one student 

remarked: 

 
“I joined the library I used to belong to, as an outsider, because I can get 28 day 
loans … The University is three hour loans for some of them and I can’t read a 
book, and get what I want from it, let alone copy it, in that time” (Holloway 
2001:604). 

 

In the above quotation, the student describes that, given his or her mobility challenges 

that makes it difficult for him or her to visit the library on a regular basis to borrow 

and return books, he or she resorted to make use of another library that allowed a 

longer loan period that corresponds with his or her type of special needs. 

 

In their final analysis, Losinsky et al (2002:308) conclude that, despite the legal 

provision by South African government policies to remove all barriers and 
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discriminatory practices to ensure that persons with disabilities have access to all 

educational opportunities, the reality is that the principle has been accepted but the 

practice remained unresponsive to the policy.  This observation is true for many 

African institutions of higher education, including those in Namibia. 

 

In a study that required Thai students to assess the quality of services rendered by 

private universities to their students, Suwanabroma and Gamage (2008:56) suggest 

that universities ought to provide tidy and well-maintained buildings with sufficient 

lighting, sufficiently ventilated classrooms and spacious lecture rooms.  They reveal 

that students rated the provision of open spaces where they could “hang out” as one 

inadequacy in the Thai Private Universities system.  The researcher is of the opinion 

that these are extremely important factors for all students, and even more important to 

students with disabilities.  Library and computer facilities were also rated as some of 

those needing better expansion in order to serve more students and the community 

(Suwanabroma & Gamage 2008:57). 

 

Suwanabroma and Gamage (2008:55) further report that while students were aware of 

their needs, their culture made it difficult for them to make demands.  Their culture, it 

is reported, promotes shyness based on seniority in status.  In addition, feelings of 

others were considered and students would hesitate to make complaints out of fear of 

being perceived as rude and offensive.  There is an obvious similarity between this 

aspect of the Thai and the Black Namibian culture. 

 

Furthermore, Lomofsky et al (1999:72-73) highlight the importance of the inclusive 

environment.  This includes aspects of the psychosocial environment (whether 

disability is perceived as a curriculum matter or defects inherent to an individual), 

physical environment (referring to barriers in the physical environment that should be 

removed in order to make the environment more accessible) and the organization of 

learning environment (the degree to which lecturers can cope and the quantity and 

quality of assistance they receive).  They identify support as a very important element 

of successful inclusion that cannot be overlooked. 

 

Hodges and Keller (1999:698) have conducted interviews with sixteen students with 

physical disabilities in the UK about the social environment on their campus.  The 



103 
 

main findings of the study were that students perceived rejection by peers, transport 

problems, lack of consideration in the scheduling of extra-mural activities and need 

for assistive care as main barriers that contributed to their social exclusion.  These 

findings reiterate the importance of maintaining a good balance between the social 

and academic environment. 

 

Hadjikakou and Hartas (2007:110) found that private institutions in Cyprus undertook 

financial expenditure to provide for students with disabilities.  Some institutions 

provided Sign Language interpreters, special teachers for students with visual and 

hearing impairments, and built ramps as well as made toilets and other buildings more 

accessible to wheelchair users.  These indicate that, relationships between students 

and their lecturers and peers posed a bigger barrier than did the physical infra-

structure. 

 

The current literature review seems to suggest that institutional access by students 

with disabilities is, and should be two-fold. Firstly, the importance of physical 

environmental access, i.e. an environment that is friendly to all kinds of users, 

including those with mobility challenges is obvious.  Secondly it is important for 

institutions to also focus on social-emotional access i.e. campuses that provide a 

welcoming campus climate, free from negative attitudes (why-are-you-here-attitudes), 

an environment where support services are not luxurious, where the needs of students 

with disabilities are acknowledged and provided for, an environment characterized by 

support and understanding (Association on Higher education and Disability – 

AHEAD www.ahead.org) accessed on 26/01/08). 

 

 

2.5.5 Safe and healthy environments 

This theme addresses safety in the environment and health risks that are likely to be 

posed by the environments of institutions to students with disabilities. 

 

Hobban, Ottenritter, Gascoigne and Kerr (2003:13) assess campus environment in 

relation to health issues in general, and HIV and AIDS prevention in particular.  They 

suggest that due to the unquestionable responsibilities of institutions to create an 

http://www.ahead.org/�
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enabling environment that responds to the needs of all its members, it is of paramount 

importance that mission, vision and value statements of higher education institutions 

communicate the institutions’ commitments to the creation of healthy campus 

communities.  When such positive statements are included, they provide guidance and 

direction for implementation. Some needed mechanisms they mention for establishing 

such healthy campus environments are: forming a task force, developing and 

enforcing student code of conducts and non-discriminatory regulations or policy 

guidelines, allocating funding (in this case for disability support programmes), and 

implementing environmental interventions (2003:13).  Policies, they suggest, should 

be clear and easy for all stakeholders to understand all provisions and consequences of 

non-compliance.  Policies should address the following main issues: 

• Campus regulations, enforcement, sanctions, and reporting mechanisms. 

• Campus and community resources and referrals. 

• Provision of programmes, prevention and environmental interventions. 

 

In order to develop a common approach across the European Union, it was necessary 

that member states harmonize their understanding of key concepts such as disability 

and discrimination, and devise universal yet decentralized support measures (Hobban 

et al 2003:18). 

 

Pertaining to the same debate, Eggins (2003) in Riddel et al (2005:12) notes that the 

effects of globalization in higher education are complex:  “On the one hand is the pull 

towards cooperation, social cohesion, social harmony, transparency, equity and to 

enabling greater numbers to participate in higher education.  On the other hand are the 

financial issues, the neo-liberal agenda that calls for competition, free trade and the 

dominance of the market.  The flows of change move first in one way, then in 

another: equity, inequality; convergence and divergence; change and non-change; 

inclusion and exclusion; and global and the local” (Eggins (2003) in Riddel et al 

(2005:12).  These demonstrate the fluctuation that accompanies change in higher 

education.  Unfortunately, students with disabilities are caught in between while 

processes are taking their course.   
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Fichten and Goodwill (1990:2) report that both in Canada and the United States, 

colleges and universities have made attempts to make the inclusion of students with 

disabilities possible and efficient by putting in place facilities, services and equipment 

needed to help students with disabilities succeed.  This process is ongoing and many 

institutions still have a long way to go in providing all needed physical facilities.  

What remains a concern though, is the awareness of staff regarding the special needs 

of students as well as their responses to the needs of such students. Higher education 

staff throughout the world rank amongst the intellectual cream of every society.  They 

are known is experts in their subject areas.  Most of them have taught over long 

periods of time and have researched and published widely.  However, it cannot be 

assumed that they are also experts in adapting their courses to meet the needs of 

students with disabilities.  Higher education staff in Namibia, like many of their 

counterparts in the international arena, fit this description.   

 

 

2.5.6 Academic environments 

This theme aims to explore how higher education institutions globally have attempted 

to adjust their academic environments to meet the needs of students with disabilities.  

According to UNESCO (1999:14), providing academic knowledge is the primary 

function of higher education and higher education should strive to remove barriers to 

students’ access to the academic environment of their institutions.  The survey reports 

that only 16 institutions rendered personal support to students with disabilities to 

ensure their maximum access to the academic environment (UNESCO 1999:14).  

Some of the interventions of universities to support students with disabilities were:  

 

One-third of the universities allowed students extra-time and about a quarter of 

the universities allowed some variation of course content (and the majority of 

those allowed variations on course content expressed a commitment to assure 

that the standard of the qualifications was not compromised).  Twelve of the 

universities reported some form of personal support to students with 

disabilities.  These varied widely and included reading and mobility support to 

students with visual impairment, interpreting facilities to those with hearing 
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impairment and personal care and mobility support to students with physical 

impairments (UNESCO 1999:14). 

 

Fichten and Goodwill (1990:2) and Treloar (1999:2) are of the opinion that the lack of 

lecturers’ knowledge on how to support students with special needs leads to problems 

in the teaching and learning process, because lecturers do not adapt their courses to 

include students with special needs, and they do not know how to do it.  Some are 

uncomfortable in dealing with students with special needs and some students are 

uncomfortable with dealing with their lecturers.  Due to this gap in knowledge and 

skills, some lecturers try too hard and do too much for their students with disabilities 

and special needs, while others do nothing.  In most post-secondary institutions, the 

influx of students with disabilities has not been accompanied by training opportunities 

for staff to equip them with knowledge and skills to support students with special 

needs.  

 

From the student’s side, many students are reluctant to share their concerns, especially 

those pertaining to their disabilities, with their lecturers.  This observation is 

confirmed by Denhart (2008:484), where students did not request accommodations as 

they feared that they would be further labeled and stigmatized by their lecturers.  The 

feeling of being misunderstood manifested intrapersonally as well as interpersonally 

and led to devaluation and marginalization (Denhart 2008:484).  One student revealed 

that after testing for dyslexia and revealing the result to his or her professor, the latter 

remarked: 

 

“Well, I don’t know if you need to be taking this class if you have a learning 
difficulty” (Denhart 2008:491). 

 

The Higher Education Funding Councils for England and Scotland (HEFCE and 

SHEFC) started with the provision of funding to improve the inclusion of students 

with disabilities in 1993 (Tinklin, Riddel & Wilson 2004:637; Parker 1999:483).  

Before that, higher education was inaccessible to persons with disabilities.  

Assessments of projects conducted between 1993 and 1996, aimed at increasing 

participation of students with disabilities in higher education and found that, despite 

the lack of disability statistics, there were significant strides made in not only 
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enhancing participation, but also promoting high quality provision of higher education 

to students with disabilities (Parker 1999:484). 

 

Spellings and Manning (2002) in the US Department of Education Office for Civil 

Rights, Washington DC (2002:4) argue that post-secondary institutions should 

provide necessary academic adjustments to ensure that they do not discriminate 

against students with disabilities.  These adjustments, depending on the disability, 

include auxiliary aids and modifications such as arranging for priority registration, 

reducing or adjusting course load or assessment formats, substituting one course for 

another, providing note takers, recording devices, sign language interpreters, extended 

time for testing and equipping computers with screen reading, voice recognition or 

other adaptive software.  If institutions provide housing to students, it should provide 

comparable, convenient and accessible housing to students with disabilities at the 

same cost.  They further state that no institution of higher learning may deny a student 

access on the basis of their disability. The researcher for the current study is of the 

view that most institutions of higher learning in Namibia have integrated students 

with disabilities, but have not made any academic or social adjustments. 

 

Haihambo (2005) in EENET (2008:7) argues in a conference paper that students with 

disabilities in the University of Namibia were left to fend for themselves as there was 

minimal provision for their learning material.  Blind students were found to be more 

affected by this situation since instructional material was not available in Braille.  The 

library did not have any material that could be used by blind students to develop 

theoretical knowledge in their specific courses.  They relied heavily on efforts from 

individual lecturers to put their prescribed texts or part thereof on tape.  They also 

relied on friends and student assistants who often volunteered to read texts for them.   

 

Challenges of students with disabilities in their academic environment seem to be 

closely linked to the commitment of faculties or departments to render services that 

could enhance students’ performance.  Some institutions or departments managed 

well, while others simply did not prioritize support to students with disabilities.  

Holloway (2001) quotes one student with visual disabilities in the UK as having 

remarked: 
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“They’ve given us our own pigeon holes with our names on and they’ve 
labeled in Braille all the pigeon holes and the staff pigeon holes.  If there are 
timetables…then the secretaries normally read them onto a cassette for us … 
they’ve (the department) been generally supportive and they’ve been very 
interested to learn if there’s anything they’ve needed to know…” (Holloway 
2001:602). 
 

While one particular department could achieve these, the situation in another 

department in the same institution was completely the opposite, as narrated by one of 

the students: 

 
“There’s a nominated response, a member of staff who has responsibility for 
seeing to the needs of disabled people within the …….. course.  Most of the 
time, (they) weren’t there and when (they were) there they were busy and I 
felt (they) weren’t bothered.  (They) had the responsibility but there was no 
action around it.  For example, they didn’t put up notices to tell what was 
going on.  It just seemed to be ‘if you want something, well you come and see 
me.’  It’s got to be better than that surely?” (Holloway 2001:602). 

 

From the above two accounts of experiences, it can be concluded that the quality of 

service rendered to students with disabilities is not necessarily determined by policies, 

funding and human resources.   

 

These findings are in line with those of Hall and Tinklin (1998:3) in a report 

presenting findings for the Scottish Council for Research in Education (SCRE).  

Among others, their main findings were that institutions of higher learning could do 

more to raise awareness of disability issues among their staff and students, that non-

academic aspects of life in higher education are also important in ensuring that 

students are successful and that there have been proven successes facilitated by the 

disability-coordinators in various institutions. 

 

Some of the heads of institutions who participated in the Cyprus study (Hadjikakou & 

Hartas 2007:110) emphasized treating students the same. This sameness factor made 

it difficult for some of the lecturers to make concessions for students who needed it.  

However, some students reported that they were allowed a few concessions in the 

form of extra-time for tests and examinations, oral rather than written test and 

extended dates for assignments.  Some lecturers also reported that they found it very 

difficult to apply modification in order to accommodate students with disabilities who 



109 
 

learn better through different modes, or at different rates, due to large class sizes, the 

rapid pace of lessons and costs of modifications.  They rather invited students to come 

to their offices if they needed more support.  The researcher anticipates that for some 

of the students, it is possible that their educational performance at an equal level as 

their peers, was compromised due to lack of provisions in some cases, and lack of 

possibilities to visit lecturers at their offices after class. 

 

 

2.5.7 Students’ general experiences 

This theme joins all other student experiences that cannot necessarily be discussed 

under the other identified themes, but have an impact on students with disabilities in 

higher education. 

 

According to Johnson (2000:41), the involvement of students in extra-mural activities 

is a critical element in contributing positively to student outcomes such as persistence, 

cognitive development, interpersonal and intrapersonal competence, practical 

competence, and consequent post-graduation success.  This notion is shared by 

Erikson in his theory of psychosocial development as referred to in chapter three of 

this dissertation.  In stage 6 of this developmental theory, the importance of social 

interactions with other human beings without fear of losing one’s identity for persons 

during early and middle adulthood is emphasized (Parsons, Hinson & Sardo-Brown 

2001:88). 

 

Research evidence has it that involvement in student organizations, student-faculty 

interactions, a balance between academic and social activities and environments 

characterized by non-discriminatory attitudes and practices all enhance cognitive 

variables such as critical thinking, reasoning, formal operational thinking and 

comprehension.  So often, students with disabilities are excluded from such activities 

due to practical and social factors.  Kuh and others, cited by Johnson (2000:42) 

support the view that out-of-class experiences increase students’ satisfaction with 

their institutions, promote leadership, build teamwork, and facilitate planning and 

management skills. 
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Fairweather and Shaver (1990:334) observed challenges associated with transition 

from secondary to higher education in the USA as being exacerbated by two realities: 

Most students transfer from secondary schools where there is a reasonable degree of 

support to students with specific disabilities to a “hands-off” post-secondary 

education institution (1990:334).  Secondly, students move from a protected 

environment where there are support services at hand and where the identification of 

students’ needs is an institutional responsibility, to higher education institutions where 

the responsibility is left to the student to notify the institutions about their needs, and 

even if they do, special services required to support students with disabilities 

throughout their study period are often not available. This finding is true for Namibian 

students, especially those who are blind, who join higher education institutions from 

special schools to inclusive schools with some provision and support structures, to 

higher education institutions with limited individual support. 

 

The main findings of this study (Fairweather & Shaver 1990:343) are that 

participation of students with disabilities is considerably lower than that of students 

without disabilities.  Based on the importance of participation in academic and non-

academic activities for those in adolescence and early adulthood, this is a regrettable 

fact. 

 

Leicester (1999:76) presents experiences of students with disabilities in higher 

education.  One of the students narrated how the switch from high school to higher 

education left him or her disempowered as he or she was not considered in the process 

of choosing a career line.  He or she is quoted as having said: 

 
“I didn’t have any useful career advice.  I personally didn’t have a say.  My 
career officers had a say, my parents had a say, but not me” (Leicester 
1999:77). 

 

Another student related her college experience as follows: 

 

“With my condition, I have a memory problem so I have to write everything 
down. It’s the only way I can jog my memory.  So you know, that kind of help 
wasn’t there.  I always had it extra hard.  To prove myself, I was the hard 
worker.  I was always the one that was in the library at 09h30 a.m. every day 
and didn’t leave until it is closed at 10h00 p.m.” (Leicester 1999:78). 
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Yet another student with visual impairment summarized the needs of students with 

disabilities, and the frustration brought about by lack of services: 

 
“I started with a magnifying glass which wasn’t much good, went to the desk 
and I said: ‘Have you got something like CCTV that I can use to read this 
book?’  She said: ‘We’ve got things for hearing impairment but not visual 
impairment because nobody has asked about it and if you go downstairs and 
ask our senior librarian he might have something to offer.’ So I went down 
and wasted about a couple hours and they couldn’t find anything, and I said I 
would call it a day and come another day.  That’s the sort of response you get.  
I know it’s hard for normal people to realize that every disability is different 
but there should some provision for meeting new needs” (Leicester 
1999:80). 

 

Sappon-Shevin (2003:26) states that often, students with special needs find 

themselves being forced out of the school system because of a problematic and 

unwelcoming social climate.  She further suggests that to this end, schools should 

make all efforts to create conducive environments for students with special needs by 

providing them with the necessary social skills to cope with demands of wider 

societies.  These factors are relevant to Namibia as inclusive education remains in its 

infancy and schools, colleges and universities continues to experience problems 

pertaining to inclusive education (Zimba et al 2004:55).  Many educational institu-

tions remain unchanged in both structure and culture, despite ubiquitous campaigns 

and workshops on inclusive education throughout Namibia. 

 

As stated earlier in this chapter, one of the definitions of inclusive education requires 

that all learners and students should be considered, embraced and catered for as viable 

members of educational communities.  Zimba et al (1999:102) state that, “in inclusive 

education settings, academic achievement should be promoted, functional skills 

should be enhanced and harmonious interaction between and among people from 

various backgrounds, capacities, cultures and abilities should be facilitated.”  At this 

point in time, it appears that there is still have a long way to go in order to enable 

students with disabilities to participate at an equal footing with their peers without 

disabilities. 

 

Furthermore, Sappon-Shevin (2003:26) reports that students with special needs are 

likely to experience loneliness of two types: emotional loneliness and social 
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loneliness.  Emotional loneliness implies that a person feels emotionally isolated or 

alienated, whether they are literally alone or in the presence of others.  From the 

researcher’s experiences with students, it is common for students of all ages to say:  

“You can’t be in our group or I don’t play with people like you” (Sappon-Shevin 

2003:26).  While those at primary school are likely to spell it out explicitly as above, 

those in higher education may use exclusion tactics that are more indirect and 

unfortunately also more hurtful.  The author (Sappon-Shevin 2003:30) emphasizes 

that exclusion is not about difference, but about the responses of society to difference. 

 

A study conducted by Zimba (1991:52) at the University of Zambia reveals that 

students with physical disabilities experienced loneliness because they were looked 

down upon when socializing with non-disabled peers; received too much sympathy, 

or were verbally assaulted. More than three-fourths (78.57 percent) of the students 

with physical disabilities spent their leisure time visiting friends, forty-two point eight 

six percent slept, twenty-eight point five seven percent read, twenty-eight point five 

seven percent went to church, twenty-one point four zero percent watched football 

and fourteen point two eight percent listened to music.  The identified leisure time 

activities point to a disjuncture between disability and the social and physical 

environment.  It appears that less than fifteen percent of the respondents participated 

in a sport activity.  The rest spent their leisure time with friends or on activities that 

they could do alone, without having to be in the company of others.  When presented 

with multiple statements to respond to, respondents expressed how they felt about 

their inclusion.  Fifty percent of the respondents in this study supported the statement 

that “non-disabled students should take us as we are and accept our presence as a 

matter of course”. 

 

Another thirty five percent who participated in the same study supported the statement 

that “lecturers should be more patient and understanding when approached by the 

disabled students with academic problems” (Zimba 1991:54).   

 

Some major findings emerge from Zimba (1991:55):  

• It is important to understand that any barriers experienced by students with 

disabilities hindered students from participating maximally in academic and 

/or social lives of their universities. 
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• The inclusion of students with disabilities needed to be individualized to a 

particular student, in a particular learning institution.  It thus needs to focus on 

specific needs of students in a learning environment that was not designed to 

accommodate their needs. 

• In the course of pursuing higher education, students with disabilities at the 

University of Zambia encountered a conglomeration of barriers that gave rise 

to socio-emotional, psychological and social challenges. 

• The relationship between disability and the physical and social environment 

cannot be over-emphasized.  It has to be kept in mind that the quality of life of 

the students with disabilities is largely impacted by this relationship, as 

students with physical disabilities often were expected to suit the physical 

environment, while limited efforts were made to adjust the physical and social 

environment to the needs of the students with disabilities. 

• The findings of the study resulted in a call for the university to redesign the 

physical, administrative, social and academic environments to become more 

responsive to the needs of students with disabilities. 

 

Although the above study was conducted in Zambia, the situation in many institutions 

of higher education in Namibia remains as reflected by the above study, even though 

the study being referred to was conducted 17 years ago.  It is the researcher’s opinion 

that institutional provision for students with disabilities in Namibia remains largely an 

unattended goal. 

 

Guenther (2005:4) reveals that as a student with a disability in the USA, she became 

aware of the disconnection between disability research and people living with 

disability when she attended a session whereby students were presenting their findings 

of a study they conducted about adolescents with disabilities.  She found many 

questions offensive and insensitive.  She realized the importance of persons with 

disabilities getting involved in disability research.  Some of her experiences were that 

although she knew that she needed accommodations because of her disability, she did 

not want her disability to “set me apart from other applicants” (Guenther 2005:4).  

This indicates various ways in which disability is framed and by so doing, offending 
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persons with disabilities.  At times, people involved in negative framing of disability 

have good intentions and are not even aware of the impact of their actions.   

 

Denhart (2008:484) provides an example of a flyer posted across campus at one 

university in the UK by a department offering psychological services to students with 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).  The flyer had a bold heading 

reading “ADHD.” followed by a sub-heading:  “Does this describe you?”  This was 

followed by a list of negative attributes including “social misfit”, “underachiever” and 

“undisciplined”, with only one positive attribute towards the end of the list- 

“creative.”  It is possible that, although the service providers in this case intended to 

identify students with ADHD and render support to them, they could find that only 

very few students sign up.  Students might not wish to be associated with terms such 

as “social misfit” or any other negative representation of their condition. 

 

In another similar case, a member of medical authority of the university made a public 

announcement that students classified as having ADHD belong to a stereotype that 

downgraded their overall competence (Denhart 2008:484).  The researcher is of the 

opinion that such negativity attached to disability further widens the gap between 

students with disabilities and their peers and reinforces low expectations by faculty 

regarding students with disabilities. 

 

Another student was quoted by Guenther (2005:8) as saying how important it was for 

him or her to complete his or her studies because he or she did not want people to say 

that because he or she has a disability, he or she does not have to get good grades.  

This notion was shared by many students who felt that despite the negative attitudes 

and frustrations, they developed a strong drive to succeed, almost as if to prove 

themselves to the community.  One student was quoted as saying:  

 

“For those of us who live with disabilities, going to the University gives us a 
sense of pride.  We feel proud of our accomplishments and how far we have 
come.  Yet, because it can be a challenge for an academic department to 
understand our needs, or for us to explain them before we can experience such 
a unique and unexplored territory like a university, this sense of pride can 
become a conflicting dilemma” (Guenther 2005:4). 
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Bellini (2007:11) states that being blind and attending a mainstream school is not a 

walk in the park. 

 
“I cannot lie and say that being in a mainstream school was easy because it 
wasn’t at all.  I was bullied for several years for being blind.  I also 
experienced ‘suffocating’ or just learning support assistants.  I felt very 
alone; I thought nobody in the entire world understood disability.  However, 
I feel that this experience has made me a lot more streetwise and generally 
more aware of the harsh realities of our society.  It also taught me that even 
though I have a disability, I am no less important or intelligent than any non-
disabled person, and I can achieve anything”. 

 

Parker (1999:487) argues that when students enter higher education, it is expected of 

them to function independently, and accept responsibilities for their own learning and 

lives in general.  However, it is not that straightforward for those who need personal 

assistance and may need to rely on help throughout their higher education path.  In 

this case, independent living could be compromised.   

 

Denhart (2008:483) who explored the challenges faced by students classified as 

having learning disabilities in higher education, arrives at the following major 

findings: 

• Challenges of students with learning difficulties stemmed largely from 

external social causes rather than from individual pathology. 

• Challenges included being misunderstood by lecturers, being reluctant to 

request accommodations out of fear of stigmatization, having to work longer 

hours than others; having their workload unrecognized, and being perceived 

negatively by lecturers for submitting work late. 

 

Nine out of eleven respondents revealed that they worked significantly longer hours 

than their non-labeled peers, with one of them saying:  

 

“People spent two to three hours on this paper.  I spent 20 hours, easily” 
(Denhart 2008:490). 
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Another respondent in the same study lamented on the misinterpretation by their 

lecturers as follows:  

 
“I think usually that I turn thins in late and …they [the professors] think that I 
am not good, that I’m just putzin’ around”. 
 

Yet another student commented on the same issue by saying: 

 

“I don’t think my professors know how much, how hard I work” (Denhart 
2008:490). 
 

There seem to be similarities between experiences of students with classified learning 

difficulties and those with other disabilities such as emotional, physical and sensory 

disabilities. These findings reveal congruence with those discussed above (Zimba et al 

2004; Hall & Tinklin 1993; Leicester 1999). 

 

The literature reviewed for this study suggests that the various understandings of 

inclusive education, coupled with the lack of skills of educators to implement 

inclusive education, have given rise to the majority of the challenges students or 

learners with disabilities experience.   

 

The accounts of various students with disabilities across the globe captured in this 

literature review reveal countless negative experiences of such students in their higher 

education institutions.  Some point to labeling by faculty, others to low expectations, 

and others to lack of efficient and effective provision of high quality services.  It is 

unfortunate that, while higher education level is often the time in one’s life in which 

one is at the peak of one’s life in terms of cognitive, social and emotional 

advancement, for many students with disabilities higher education is associated with 

both physical and emotional loneliness based on the way their meso-systems respond 

to difference resulting from their disability, and the mere awareness of significant 

others of such disabilities. 
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2.5.8 Facilitation patterns for students with disabilities in higher 

education 

This theme will review different strategies used by institutions of higher education 

across the globe to facilitate access and equity for students with disabilities. 

 

Prior to the major changes in higher education in the 1980’s that led to an increased 

demand for higher education by students in general and those with disabilities in 

particular, higher education was hardly accessible to students with disabilities (Barnes 

1991, cited by Tinklin et al 2004:637). 

 

In many western countries, legislation and general progress in the disability 

movement has resulted in many students with disabilities seeking higher education. 

Consequently, many institutions in the West, especially in the USA, Australia the 

United Kingdom, as well as Scandinavian and Nordic countries responded by making 

provisions for students with disabilities.  Tinklin et al (2004:637) describe policy and 

provisions for students with disabilities in Scotland and England. In 1993, the Higher 

Education Funding Councils for England and Scotland started to make funding 

available to improve provision for students with disabilities.  Following the funding, 

evidence of the inclusion of students with disabilities in performance indicators and 

participation in education by students with disabilities has increased (Tinklin et al 

2004:640). 

 

In the United Kingdom (UK), the Special Educational Needs and Disability Act 

(SENDA) 2001 as well as the UK Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) 1995, make it 

unlawful to discriminate against persons with disabilities in among others, the 

following manners: 

• In arrangements made for determining admissions to higher education 

institutions in the UK. 

• In the terms offered for admittance to a higher education institution. 

• By refusing to accept an application for admission to a higher education 

institution. 

• In the student services provided (or not provided). 
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• By exclusion from an institution of higher education, be it on a permanent or 

temporary basis (Taylor 2005:22). 

 

In response to the expectations stated above, higher education institutions in the UK 

are obliged to ensure that students with disabilities have access to accessible learning 

facilities.  Lecture halls, tutorial, workshop, seminar, laboratories, libraries, computer 

centres and study facilities should all be accessible to all students, including those 

with disabilities.  All forms of learning materials should be accessible to students with 

disabilities, regardless of their disabilities.   

 

In order to adhere to these expectations, higher education institutions in the UK had to 

start making appropriate adjustments to accommodate students with disabilities.  

These adjustments included the erection of ramps and lifts to facilitate mobility for 

students using wheelchairs, provision of large print copies of lecture and other notes 

for students with partial visual impairment, adjustment to learning equipment such as 

the provision of screen-readers that can translate web pages into speech and hearing 

aids for students with hearing impairments, adjusting the pace of delivery of lectures 

and providing printed handouts to students with specific learning difficulties, 

adjusting assessment procedures to accommodate students with difficulties adjusting 

to traditional assessment modes, providing pastoral care to students with disabilities 

through more efficient contact with student welfare services (Taylor 2005:23).  In the 

opinion of the researcher, these considerations are required in inclusive higher 

education settings across the globe, and the sooner institutions start to move in this 

direction, the more they can become equitable. 

 

Institutions in the UK realized that the services of a coordinator or a suitably qualified 

person were needed to support and advocate for students with disabilities, and to 

advise institutions on provisions to be made.  Although some institutions in Namibia 

have introduced this idea partially, it could be considered as a necessary national 

approach to the inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education. 

 

An evaluation of the policy and provision for students with disabilities throughout 

Great Britain has yielded the following key findings: 
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• All institutions had a Disability Statement. 

• Arrangements were largely in place for addressing disabled students’ needs in 

examinations. 

• The majority of institutions had application and admissions procedures 

relating to the needs of disabled students. 

• Ninety five percent of institutions in England and Wales and all institutions in 

Scotland had a disability officer.  This was a part-time post in some 

institutions and a relatively new post in most English / Welsh higher education 

institutions. 

• The extent and quality of provision for disabled students varied across and 

within institutions (Brown et al 1997; Hall & Tinklin 1998; HEFCE/ HEFCW 

1999 cited by Tinklin et al 2004:640). 

 

In studying these findings, the researcher has been able to conclude that the increased 

successful participation of students with disabilities in Great Britain was facilitated 

by: 

• The adoption of legislation that made it mandatory for higher education 

institutions to admit and make relevant provisions for students with 

disabilities. 

• The inclusion of Disability Statements in the governance of higher education 

institutions. 

• The availability of funding. 

• The availability of services by a disability officer. 

• The political and societal support for the inclusion of students with disabilities 

in higher education (Disability Discrimination Act amended in 2002). 

 

In the case of the University of Melbourne, Australia, provision for students with 

disabilities was driven by their Disability Action Plan 2004–2007, which is a revision 

of the 1994 Disability Action Plan (University of Melbourne 2004–2007). This Action 

Plan emanated from a mandate of the University of Melbourne Access and Equity 

Committee to establish a Disability Action Plan Working Group.  Ongoing 

discussions between the Working Group and students with disabilities, and a series of 

public forums were held in 2002 and identified the following issues as needing 
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immediate attention of the University in order to make access and equity realities for 

students with disabilities: 

• Physical access of the total university environment. 

• Access to information including access to materials in alternative formats. 

• Attitudes toward disabilities (University of Melbourne 2004/5:5). 

 

It was the Working Group that drafted the action plan. The Vice-Chancellor of the 

University of Melbourne in the foreword to the Disability Action Plan (2004–2007:1) 

provides the following indicators of the success of the University in supporting 

students with disabilities: 

• Students disclose their disability status at registration.  In 2003, 923 students 

reported having a disability at registration. 

• The University treats students according to the person-first philosophy.  Thus, 

students are treated as students first and foremost, and their needs are 

addressed as a matter of priority, using generic means where possible. 

• More than 90 staff members across Faculties, including the Library, serve as 

Disability Contact Officers and render support to students on a daily basis, 

wherever they find themselves. 

• The University’s Disability Liaison Unit provides services of high quality to 

students’ quality of life at the University.  They also continuously raise the 

University community’s awareness toward disability issues. 

 

The action plan process consisted of student consultation, staff consultation, 

engagement of reference groups, which in turn identified key issues during staff and 

student consultation.  These included teaching and learning issues, student support, 

access to information, physical access and employment opportunities for people with 

disabilities (University of Melbourne 2004/5:6). 

 

Notwithstanding the difference in the availability of resources between institutions of 

higher education in developed as opposed to developing countries, the researcher is of 

the opinion that the steps followed by the University of Melbourne, and especially the 

practical implementation of policies, are commendable in providing an example for 

other higher education institutions.  
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Matshediso (2007:685), in discussing access to higher education by students with 

disabilities in South Africa, reiterates that institutions of higher education are 

expected to put in place policies of supporting students with disabilities, based on the 

human rights framework rather than on the basis of entitlement.  This research 

(Matshediso 2007:686) reveals two common patterns of provisions by institutions for 

students with disabilities.  One pattern was that of a separate disability unit, 

functioning independently from general student services.  The other was provision 

within general student services, student counseling or student affairs.   

 
Crous (2004:246) states that the removal of barriers to learning and development are 

pertinent prerequisites for the success of students with disabilities in higher education.  

Respondents in a study conducted in a South African university (Crous 2004:246), 

students with disabilities indicated the need for the following services and structural 

adjustments: 

• A student support system including a multi-disciplinary team including 

doctors, physiotherapists and social workers. 

• A disability unit in the university or college, with qualified staff who 

understand disability issues. 

• A contact person primarily responsible for students with disabilities, who can 

understand their needs and table or negotiate for provisions with institutional 

management and lecturers. 

• Career guidance which keeps disability in mind. 

• Regular motivation and emotional support for students with disabilities. 

• Support programmes such as counseling and transportation of students with 

disabilities. 

• Assistance in time management and reading skills. 

• Special facilities during registration so those students with disabilities can 

avoid waiting for long periods in queues.  

• Notification of students with disabilities about provisions made for them by 

the institution. 
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Based on the responses above, Crous (2004:247) made the following 

recommendations: 

• All higher education institutions should have a unit or center responding to the 

needs of students with disabilities.  The unit or center should, among other 

responsibilities, perform the following tasks: awareness-raising, research, 

personnel training and development, advice management, identification of 

students with disabilities, assessments of students with disabilities, support to 

students with disabilities. 

• Staff of such centers should be well-trained and knowledgeable and should 

have a multi-disciplinary team consisting of medical, psychological and 

educational staff.   

• The responsibility of supporting students with disabilities should be shared by 

all staff and should not be restricted to a singular unit. 

• In consistence with the education for all philosophy, there should be a general 

ownership and willingness for everyone to support all students. 

 

In addition to these, Crous (2004:248) maintains that higher education institutions 

have a responsibility to make structural adjustments so that buildings and other 

facilities are accessible to all students and staff, to provide assistive devices needed to 

support students with visual, hearing and other disabilities, and train staff, both 

academic and administrative to deal with students with disabilities.  Notwithstanding 

the financial implications coupled with these provisions, Crous (2004:248) maintains 

that success can be achieved if costs are shared by higher education institutions, 

students with disabilities and government subsidies.   

 

The University of South Africa (UNISA) has a center called Advocacy and Resource 

Centre for Students with Disabilities (ARCSWiD) that offers a wide range of services 

to student with disabilities.  Services offered by ARCSWiD include: 

• Study material in alternative formats 

• Academic support 

• Braille transcription and proofreading 

• Advocacy and awareness 

• Mobility and orientation trainings 
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• Sign language interpretation and trainings 

• Information technology trainings 

• Transport  

• Referral to counselors at the Bureau for Counseling, Career and Academic 

Development (UNISA 2009:34) 

 

The ARCSWiD has a dedicated space in the registration hall and they introduce 

themselves and offer their services to students with disabilities with their first physical 

contact with the university.  They help students to complete registration forms; 

determine whether they qualify for remission on tuition fees and help students with 

collecting their study materials (UNISA 2009:33).  They also link students with the 

necessary government and non-governmental organizations from which they can 

receive further support.  The Department of Labour covers study fees as well as the 

cost of assistive devices such as wheelchairs, crutches, hearing aids and computers. 

 

According to Roer-Strier (2002:915), many universities in Jerusalem offered short-

term counseling during the admission process.  This counseling is intended to gain 

more information about the disability and needs of the students.  In many universities, 

students who do not have an assessment prior to admission are referred to an 

assessment service that provides information on the nature of their disability and 

identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the student.  In only thirty percent of the 

universities in Jerusalem are the assessment services available on campus.   

 

Skelton (2002:194-211) discusses a rather rare approach to addressing barriers to 

inclusive learning environments in higher education.  Having realized the role of the 

educators in providing more inclusive learning environments to even more diverse 

groups, the University of Sheffield deemed it necessary to introduce a Masters of 

Education course for university lecturers, comprising four modules: the social nature 

of learning, assessment, curriculum, and learning and the teacher’s role (Skelton 

2002:199). 

 

The course was intended to promote a research forum for experienced higher 

education educators in the areas of diversity, and to share their developing 
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understanding of their professional practices.  Research with this particular group of 

educators reveals the following major findings:  Firstly, the difficulty of educators to 

move away from traditional forms of knowledge, especially those emphasizing 

literature was acknowledged; and secondly, the difficulty in addressing marginalized 

viewpoints or normative assumptions and practices (Skelton 2002:209).  These two 

findings provide advice that when addressing inclusive education in higher education, 

there is need to cautiously consider, acknowledge and address existing belief and 

knowledge systems instead of pushing the inclusive education agenda as a top-down 

approach.   

 

In a study conducted by Denhart (2008:491) students wit learning disabilities reported 

with delight how crucial the role of the Learning Disability (LD) specialist in their 

university became to their success.  Respondents experienced a total turnover of what 

they regarded as difficult circumstances to pleasant learning experiences after their 

association with their LD specialist.  The LD specialist understood their situation and 

chose to look at issues from the student’s perspectives while acknowledging how hard 

they worked.  Starting with terminology, students indicated that the LD never referred 

to learning disabilities, but to learning differences. The LD facilitated a support group 

and empowerment committee where participants could discuss issues affecting them 

and arrive at solutions together.  By so doing, the LD was hailed for facilitating the 

students’ voices.  Some of the students were quoted as having made the following 

remarks in relation to the LD specialist: 

 
“Meeting her changed my life. Going to that school, it is all her!”   

 

Another student remarked:  

 

“I don’t know what I would have done if there wasn’t someone like her 
there!” (Denhart 2008:491). 

 

The findings of the above research emphasize the crucial role of a motivated and 

trained disability facilitator in the lives of students with disabilities.   
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According to Holloway (2001:599), higher education institutions’ provision for 

students with disabilities in the UK can be measured by virtue of the following three 

indicators or documents: 

• The disability statement, which outlines the university’s current policy and 

provisions, as well as their future prospects regarding students with 

disabilities. 

• The teaching and learning strategy, which gives directions and advises 

departments to undertake departmental reviews, action research and other 

forms of assessment, including current and former students with disabilities, in 

order to inform their practices and provisions to students with disabilities. 

• The teaching and learning guidelines, which provide guidelines to faculties 

and departments on the implementation of inclusive education and other 

relevant policies. 

 

This approach seemed to have yielded successes for institutions in the northern 

hemisphere countries.  It is believed that these can work for Namibian institutions too, 

provided that the desire to include students with disabilities in higher education is 

owned and embraced by everyone.  The researcher foresees that this kind of approach 

is likely to be met with resistance in its initial stages, as faculties and departments 

could view it as an additional load to their already demanding responsibilities.  

Secondly, there is a possibility that, if no monitoring mechanisms with incentives to 

departments are put in place, the three indicators could be put in place, filed and 

forgotten.  It therefore needs well-thought through approaches accompanied by 

support structures to implement the above. 

 

King (2001:3), who hails the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) for changing the 

lives of millions of Americans with disabilities, holds the opinion that although a lot 

has been done since the ADA, higher education institutions should continue to 

mobilize resources to influence the smooth operation of students with disabilities in 

higher education.  King (2001:3) is of the opinion that higher education institutions 

can support these endeavors by addressing public opinion towards persons with 

disabilities, as this is one area that still needs to improve. This can be achieved by 

presenting positive images of persons with disabilities, providing internships to 
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students with disabilities, ensuring jobs for persons with disabilities and disseminating 

publications which promote persons with disabilities more widely (King 2001:3). 

 

Hong, Ivy, Gonzalez and Ehrensberger (2007:32) shift the attention of provision from 

within the higher education institution to the preparation of students with disabilities 

for post-secondary education, which is expected to enable students with disabilities to 

cope better once enrolled in higher education institutions.  They maintained that 

although the number of students with disabilities enrolled in higher education 

institutions continues to increase, most students lack skills to cope in such 

environments, leading to frustrations, dropping out and experiencing lower 

performance both academically, socially and emotionally (Hong et al 2007:32). 

 

Wagner et al (2003) cited by Hong et al (2007:32) report that although the enrolment 

rate of students with disabilities in higher education in the UK was high, about half of 

the students with disabilities were at risk of failure and drop out.  They attribute this 

risk to the degree at which students are largely unprepared to cope with the demands 

of postsecondary education. They observed that often, when students with disabilities 

disclose their disabilities to faculty, the latter do not have adequate knowledge or 

skills to assist, and neither do the students have skills to negotiate for 

accommodations.  It is worth noting that in higher education, course work is more 

extended, requires more reading, and academic tasks require higher-order thinking 

(Mwamwenda 2004; Biehler & Snowman 1996). Also, in higher education settings, 

students are expected to work more independently, utilizing problem-solving and self-

strategizing skills (Rosenbaum 2004 in Hong et al (2007:33). Students with 

disabilities often have difficulties keeping up with the pace and the manner in which 

things are done in higher education settings. 

 

Given the situation above, Hong et al (2007:33) identifies four sets of skills needed 

even before students with disabilities enter higher education.  These are:  

• Self-advocacy skills including personal autonomy, choice as a decision 

making process, self management, self-care, recreational and social 

management.   
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• Self-regulation including goal-setting  and attainment, problem-identification, 

-expectation, -resolution and -solving, self-instruction, and self-reinforcement.   

• Internal locus of control including positive attribution of efficacy, outcome-

expectation and efficacy-expectation. 

• Self-knowledge, which includes self-awareness and self-belief.  These are 

consistent with Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development to be discussed 

in chapter three. 

 

Sharing the same sentiments, but emphasizing the concept of self-determination are 

Yuen and Shaugnessy (2001:199) who pronounce that: 

 

“To improve the graduation rate of students with disabilities who attend 
colleges and universities, a response strategy consisting of four components is 
advocated: self-determination and self-advocacy curriculum developed to 
build life skills, faculty committed to increasing cultural capital for all 
students and sustaining environments where positive postsecondary 
experiences flourish; a range of self-related services; and a coordinated system 
of supports that is student-centered and delivered in the classroom”. 

 

In their article referred to above, the authors advocate for persons with disabilities to 

be able to define themselves and develop valued expertise and professional skills.  

The authors believe that such skills can successfully be acquired from within a school 

system, alongside their peers without disabilities (Yuen & Shaugnessy 2001:199).  

They were of the opinion that at secondary school, many learners are undergoing the 

transition from adolescence to adulthood.  Many are still largely in an adolescent 

world, and teachers are reluctant to take on issues that may lead them to releasing 

power to their students whom they think are not able to handle it.  As a result, topics 

like self-determination, which can be interpreted to include constructs of autonomy, 

self-actualization, informed choice, being self-directed and self-centered, are largely 

avoided by educators (Yuen & Shaugnessy 2001:200).   

 

Price et al (2003:334) join the debate about the importance of self-determination as an 

emerging theory in adult development and disability studies.  Students with 

disabilities are more subjected to lower expectations and are more controlled by 

teachers.  In turn, the theory of self-determination resonates with Mezirow’s (1997) 

theory of transformative learning.  Persons with disabilities are likely to develop 
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resilience if they acquire the self-determination skills with its five interrelated stages 

namely: know yourself, value yourself, plan, act and experience outcomes and lastly, 

learn.  Stages of adolescent and adult development are discussed in the chapter three. 

 

It can be deduced from the above discussions that it is important for the secondary 

education curriculum to include certain life skills.  It is believed that such skills will 

be beneficial to students with and without disabilities when they attend higher 

education. 

 

While most of the other authors previewed in earlier paragraphs have focused on the 

institution at large, Tincani (2003:129) provides a snapshot of provisions that 

educators can apply to facilitate learning for students with disabilities in their lecture 

rooms.  Arguing from the ecological perspective’s point of view, Tincani (2003:128) 

believes that there is much that lecturers can do to support students with disabilities in 

their classrooms.  He confronts the unfairness of perception that in traditional college 

and university settings, students are expected to progress at the same pace, and this 

has proven futile to students with certain types of disabilities (Tincani 2003:129). 

 

Tincani (2003:132) maintains that underachievement by students with disabilities can 

be prevented.  While acknowledging the extra work required from the lecturer to meet 

the needs of students with disabilities, Tincani (2003:130) states that the outcomes of 

supporting students with disabilities are fulfilling, and the strategies discussed above 

do not only benefit students with disabilities, but also the average student. 

 

In summarizing the theme on facilitation patterns for students with disabilities in 

higher education, the researcher concurs with various authors whose work were 

reviewed in this chapter (Crous 2004; Tinklin et al 2004; University of Melbourne 

2004).  The researcher thus concludes that a holistic institutional approach, as 

summarized by Holloway (2001:613–614), could be effective in helping higher 

education institutions become more inclusive.  Factors worth consideration include: 
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• Need for change 

Institutions need to consciously realize that there is need for change.  It has to 

be realized that change requires more fundamental changes that should be 

traced back to people’s perceptions of disability and their consequent attitudes. 

Then they should introduce consistent practices of support, directed by a 

central policy, central coordination and monitoring of departmental practices 

with regard to students with disabilities (Holloway 2001:613). 

• Need for a central policy that supports the philosophy of accessible and 

equitable learning for all students 

Institutions should consider the formation of a separate, high level disability 

committee that is not overloaded with other duties that may take priority over 

disability issues.  The committee needs to have influence, a budget, and access 

to ways of effectively disseminating decisions and procedures to the right 

people (Corlette and Cooper 1992 cited by Holloway 2001:613). 

• Monitoring and evaluation 

There ought to be monitoring and evaluation procedures in place to ensure that 

students with disabilities have a voice in the provisions arranged for them, and 

to ensure that adaptations are relevant (Holloway 2001:614). 

• Staff training 

If staff is expected to share the goals of inclusive education, staff training is 

fundamental to this process of change, as change cannot be effected if the 

implementers are not trained. 

• Student advocacy 

There is need to give students with disabilities a platform to advocate for 

themselves, both individually as well as organized groups.  These will help in 

reducing stress and anxiety of students.  Their voices will be best heard if they 

are speaking with one voice when requesting concessions (Holloway 

2001:614). 

 

Nunan, George and McCausland (2000:69), however, cautions that in a time of 

financial difficulties experienced almost everywhere, opting to become an inclusive 

university or college cannot be an easy option.  The inclusivity goal places institutions 

of higher education in the difficult positions of expecting them to pave their way 
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between opposites such as inclusiveness versus exclusiveness; equity versus 

excellence; entitlements versus differentiation.  The researcher agrees with this 

position.  Many institutions of higher education in Africa could be tempted to use 

financial limitations as a reason to exclude certain groups.  However, institutions of 

higher education should weigh themselves against their commitments to social justice 

expressed through their visions and missions, and arrange and re-arrange their 

structures and resources to fully support their intended agenda.  For a long time, 

students with disabilities were a disadvantaged group even beyond the access goal.   

 

The declaration of the UNESCO 1998 conference on higher education recognized the 

fundamental role of higher education in the promotion of the principles of human 

rights, democracy and peace.  For these reasons, nations should strive to make 

education available to all throughout the course of their lives.  In article three (a) of 

the declaration, it is stipulated that: In accordance with the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights, the admission to higher education should be based on merit, capacity, efforts, 

perseverance and devotion, showed by those seeking it.  Therefore, no discrimination can be 

accepted on granting access to higher education on the grounds of race, gender, language or 

religion, or economic, cultural or social distinctions or disability (UNESCO 1999:1).   

 

This declaration conveys the expectation to nations to make higher education not only 

accessible, but also equitable to everyone, regardless of the diversity they may 

introduce to the system. 

 

 

2.6 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

Having studied various documents, the researcher has come to the conclusion that, 

before the new Draft National Policy on Inclusive Education for Namibia (2008), 

there was no direct policy mandating inclusive education at tertiary level in Namibia.  

 

In summary, the literature reviewed for this study has given rise to the following 

conclusions: 

• There are limited Namibia-specific studies of inclusive education, with 

specific reference to higher education institutions.   
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• There is a need to increase the degree of awareness of the needs of students 

with disability beyond the goal of access to higher education, or Education for 

All.   

• There are various factors that influence stakeholders’ responses to students 

with disabilities in higher education.  It becomes important to unpack these 

factors in a Namibian context.  

• The “newness” of inclusion at higher education level may pose several 

challenges not only to students, but also to lecturers and other students with 

whom students with disabilities share a learning and socialization 

environment.   

• Efforts and interventions regarding students with disabilities in higher 

education in developed countries as well as other countries globally are 

commendable, and can serve as a template for institutions in Africa and 

Namibia to emulate and reconstruct to suit their own local realities. 

 

The literature reveals success stories of other countries embedded in formulation of 

policies that embrace disability and focus on the abilities of students; institutional 

cultures that make room for everyone; an investment in redressing physical and social 

infrastructure of institutions commitment of budgets to provide both human resources 

and equipment to support students with disabilities in their learning and lastly 

attitudes and not only verbal commitments to the principle of inclusive education.  At 

the same time, literature also warns that policy formulation without action can be a 

futile exercise. 

 

The centrality of the environment to students with disability was a very prominent 

feature in this literature review.  From an ecological perspective, the interconnection 

and interrelations between and among different role players in the university and 

college settings either promoted or inhibited students’ successes in functions expected 

of them (Bronfenbrenner 1979:94).  The literature shows that in many instances, there 

were imbalances in the relationships between students with disabilities and their 

environments (Bronfenbrenner 1979:57), leading to a lack of reciprocity.  Aspects of 

interdependence were largely absent as students with disabilities were doing activities 

on their own, or rather tried to interact with the environment without receiving any 
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feedback from the environment (Bronfenbrenner 1979:57).  Similarly, where there 

was someone connecting students with disabilities with their environment, and where 

students with disabilities felt embraced; there was a sense of balance of power 

between students, their peers and faculty.  Based on the experiences of students in 

various institutions covered by this literature review, it remains important that the 

theory of human development in relation to the environment is suitable to study 

students with disabilities in higher education. 

 

Furthermore, the literature confirmed that responses to disability are largely guided by 

the particular discourse of disability applied in a particular setting.  In this case, there 

were observed occurrences of each of the models of perceiving disability.  In some 

cases, the medical model stemming from the traditional approaches where disability is 

linked to separate services occurred.  There were even stronger beliefs that society 

should remove the barriers they use to “disable” persons with impairments (social 

model).  The literature also introduced the occurrence of the affirmation model, which 

calls for the inclusion of persons with disabilities in everything that concerns them, 

and allows them to be who they are.  It can be concluded from this literature review 

that the social model emerged stronger than the other two models.  It was also clear 

that the social model, which focused on environmental and social causes of disability, 

is indeed a part of the ecological system. 

 

Returning the debate to the responsibility of higher education institutions to make 

provision for students with disabilities, the researcher supports the standpoint of 

Holloway (2001:607), who maintains that not providing students with disabilities 

equal opportunities in higher education is tantamount to denying them their human 

rights.  It should be in the interest of academic institutions to render good support to 

students with disabilities within the global competitive sphere in which higher 

education institutions seek recognition for good practice, and inclusive practice is 

indeed good practice.  From this perspective, disability can no longer continue to be 

perceived as a problem of individual students.  Such perception reflects that 

institutions are remaining with the medical model of disability.  With the National 

Policy on Inclusive Education (Väyrynen 2008 Draft) soon to be passed in Namibia, it 

becomes even more imperative for higher education institutions to level the playing 

field for all students and work towards the achievement of equity in higher education. 



133 
 

Numerous authors have documented challenges of students with disabilities in higher 

education, but literature remained deficient in two aspects.  First, most of the studies 

in higher education focused on learning disabilities (Dehart 2008; Skelton 2002; 

Nunan et al 2000).  Secondly, literature on students with disabilities in higher 

education in Africa was limited (Crous 2004; Haihambo 2005; Losinsky et al 2002).  

Although not many studies were available from the African continent, there are many 

similarities with countries in the west, and some of the lessons learned from the 

existing literature can prevent developing countries from repeating their mistakes and 

investing their efforts in processes that are not likely to yield the desired and 

anticipated results. 

 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that in the literature review, a strong interplay between 

disability and how it was perceived and inclusive education manifested.  Efforts of 

communities and societies to implement inclusive education were not met without 

resistance.  Inclusive education requires the deconstruction and reconstruction of 

meanings of human rights principles such as the Convention of the Rights of the Child 

(1990), the Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2008), Education 

for All (1990), and universal values of equity and equality.  The researcher maintains 

that higher education institutions in Namibia and communities have the ability to offer 

positive environments in which every person, regardless of their culture, religion, 

abilities and disabilities.   

 

Based on all the factors stated above, the researcher deemed it necessary to explore 

students’ challenges in their ecological environment through a narrative enquiry 

methodology 

 
The next chapter presents the developmental needs of students with and without 

disabilities in higher education institutions, in relations with some relevant 

developmental theories. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 
AND THE DEVELOPMENTAL NEEDS 

OF ADOLESCENTS AND YOUNG 
ADULTS  

 
3.1 INTRODUCTION 
 

In this chapter, the researcher aims to present the characteristics of higher education 

students both with disabilities and without disabilities.  Various educational 

psychologists have written widely on the developmental stages of human develop-

ment (Piaget 1969; 1972); Vygotsky (1978); Erickson (1950; 1968); Mwamwenda 

(1993; 1995; 2004) Bronfenbrenner (1979) and others.  Most of these theories are 

very comprehensive as they discuss human development in detail, from pre-natal 

development to old-age.  In addition to chronological development, human 

development is discussed in terms of physical, cognitive, moral, psycho-social and 

emotional characteristics (Snowman & Biehler 2006:22).  

 

For the purpose of this research, the focus of the discussion is largely restricted to the 

cognitive, psycho-social, and physical development of young adults, based on the 

assumption that most students in higher education in Namibia are between the ages 19 

– 30.  There are great differentiation patterns in terms of age, as post-graduate 

students tend to be even older.  Another factor that contributes to the age-

differentiation pattern leading to more adult students in higher education institutions is 

the fact that higher education in Namibia is rather expensive.  Many people have to 

work after secondary school before they can afford higher education or are able to 

take loans to study.  Governments provide repayable loans to students who qualify to 

enter higher education, but priority is given to students who have limited possibilities 

to get funding, like orphans and vulnerable groups. 



 

       Figure 6: Human development theories relevant to higher education 
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adolescents and early adulthood 

 
 

    
 
 

  

 

 

MWAMWENDA 
1993; 2004 

PIAGET 
1969; 1972 

• Social interaction 
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• Zone of proximal 
development 

• Scaffolding 
• Constructivism 
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development. 

 
 
 
 • Focused on the relationship 

between interaction and 
development.  

• Cognition can be enhanced 
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Vygotsky 
1978 

• Follows Piaget’s stages. 
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• Initiative vs guilt 
• Industry vs inferiority 
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• Intimacy vs isolation 
• Generativity vs stagnation 
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social learning proceeds 
learning. 
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*Ability to separate possibilities from 
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development 

• Every stage of a child’s 
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social level then at individual 
level. Also first between 
people then inside child. 

• More-knowledgable-others 
have the capacity to lead the 
youth psycho-socially. 

 
 
 
 

• For adolescents, association with 
peers is important.  

• During early adulthood, 
relationships with opposite sex 
confirm adulthood. 

 
 
 
 

• Emphasized the occurrence of 
conflict whenever the 
individual’s needs at any 
stage have been neglected.  

• At adolescence and early 
adulthood the lack of 
intimacy results in isolation, 
feeling of rejection and poor 
association. 

 
 
 

• Womanhood and manhood 
confirmed through 
culturally-valued association 
like marriage, possession, 
etc. 
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3.2 THE NEW WORLD OF HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
According to Mcllroy (2003:4), higher education presents a “new world”, consisting 

of students from various backgrounds, with a diversity of staff and a diversity of new 

learning and teaching styles.  The student who finds him or herself in this “new 

world” has one challenge, and that is to adapt to this “new world” as the university 

becomes the central point of the student’s life for the duration of his or her studies.  

Students are expected to draw on their prior experiences, such as those of seating for 

examinations, submitting assignments, using the library and computers.  These prior 

experiences are likely to help them overcome the new challenges of their new 

environment.  In a Namibian learning context, it is possible that a large majority of 

students entering the university or college for the first time will not have had prior 

opportunities to use the library and computers.  They are likely to be overwhelmed by 

fear of the unknown.  Students with disabilities may have more fears than other 

students, as their disabilities and the disabling conditions of their new environment 

pose added challenges. 

 

One student in the USA narrated his or her experiences of the first lecture as follows: 

 
“On my first day at university, there were two lecturers that introduced the 
first module.  Their introductory talk was in a lecture theatre that was filled 
almost to capacity with first year students, who like me, have just arrived at 
university.  There was an unforgettable feeling of excitement from being 
associated with those who have made it thus far and who were aspiring to 
work their way toward a satisfying, rewarding professional career.  There was 
a detectable buzz of anticipation and an air of expectancy. However, these 
feelings were tempered with some apprehension about what was going to 
unfold in the next few weeks.  There were questions in the minds of some of 
us such as: ‘will I be able to keep up to speed with the demands of this 
course? ‘Will I be able to put the quality of work required into the 
assignments and within the deadlines imposed?’ ‘Would some of us end up 
feeling that we are out of place in this environment and realize that we have 
turned in the wrong direction in pursuit of a career?” (Mcllroy (2003:6). 
 

This account could as well have been that of any first year student in a Namibian 

higher education institution.  Mcllroy (2003:6) advises students finding themselves in 

this situation of uncertainty to overcome their fears by designing good study plans, 

commitment and determination to persevere despite the setbacks that are likely to 

appear.  The researcher can only imagine how much more anxiety students with 
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disabilities incur due to difficulties getting into that “full to capacity lecture theatre”, 

being unable to see or hear, and not knowing anybody amongst the hundreds in the 

packed lecture hall. 

 

According to Mcllroy (2003:12), younger students are likely to experience more 

difficulties in a university or college environment than the more mature students who 

are more confident.  Problems of the young students could be attributed to the 

following issues: 

• Being separated from home and family, for some students it is for the first 

time. 

• Being in a new environment with very few familiar faces. 

• Having the responsibility of independent living (budgeting, cooking, doing 

laundry for oneself). 

• Being isolated on a campus far away from home. 

 

Mature students on the other hand, are likely to experience problems relating to: 

• Juggling parenting, family, and job responsibilities in order to fit in study time. 

• Having to re-adjust to being a student (Mcllroy 2003:12). 

 

A closer look at these points leads the researcher to conclude that these can be typical 

problems to students with disabilities, regardless of their age.  Many students with 

disabilities have formed a support system consisting of relatives and friends, and it 

could be difficult in their initial days at higher education institutions to re-establish a 

new support system of people who know and understand their needs.   

 

Mcllroy (2003:14) recognizes that there are a number of students with a range of 

disabilities in contemporary universities and colleges.  Higher learning institutions are 

expected to make adequate provisions for that population of students.  Mcllroy 

(2003:14) however, stresses that in order for institutions to make provisions for 

students with disabilities, students have to make themselves known to their course 

directors, heads of departments and other relevant offices, and determine what is in 

place and what can be put in place to meet their special needs.  If students make their 

needs known, it is easier for institutions to address such needs.  Deducing from the 
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above statement, it is as if the author is making provision for students with disabilities 

conditional, that is, they can be supported only if they disclose their disabilities.  The 

researcher wonders if the reverse can be true.  Wouldn’t it be easier if institutions 

made their services known, and invite students with disabilities to approach identified 

offices to discuss their further needs (Hunt et al 2006:3)?  Looking at it from a 

Namibian context, where many cultures do not encourage “asking and demanding”, 

the researcher would think that the latter is a more viable route.  Institutional cultures 

and structures are likely to play an important role in provision for students with 

disabilities.  Institutions that have a clear mission to provide “education for all”, and 

that include persons with disabilities in this “all,” are likely to embrace students with 

disabilities by the positive attitudes and the services they offer (Gledhill 1999:12). 

 

Reports from South Africa show that students from economically and educationally 

disadvantaged backgrounds have recorded high drop-out and under-performance rates 

in universities (Petersen et al 2008:99).  Their drop-out and under-performance have 

been linked to various factors as explained in chapter one and two, some of which are 

adjustment difficulties in the new world of the university, psycho-social factors such 

as motivation and self-esteem, and utilization of student support services.  Tinto 

(1975) in (Petersen et al 2008:101) maintains that the utilization of student services, 

and especially help-seeking via informal student-staff interactions, contributed to 

better socialization at university or college.  It is also believed that students learnt 

about university culture better and quicker through interaction with lecturers, other 

university staff and their peers (Petersen et al 2008:101).   

 

Looking at higher education from a variety of perspectives, Gledhill (1999: xi) 

regards higher education institutions as centres where learning and teaching take place 

based on the fact that the participants are there voluntarily and, therefore, work hard 

to achieve their goals.  He also acknowledges that higher education institutions are 

communities almost functioning like small towns with their own sets of cultures; 

providing services and also fulfilling specific needs of participants, hence the 

requirement that institutions should be positive environments (Bronfenbrenner 

1979:7).  Warner and Palfreyman, in Gledhill (1999:xii) see institutions of higher 

education as significant businesses.  These various perspectives have one central 

meeting point, which is that higher education institutions need to be managed well.  
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The researcher is of the opinion that the management of the institution is a 

determining factor as to whether an institution will in the end function as an inclusive 

institution or not.  If the notion of inclusion is absent, or half-present in management, 

this will be reflected in the institutional output and how the institution will be viewed 

by its participants. 

 

Gledhill (1999:5) maintains that the most appropriate recruitment policies should 

involve all parts of the institution, such as the public relations section, to assess best 

strategies, the teachers or lecturers to advice on course content and the administration 

to facilitate record keeping and data management.  With all these functions, there 

ought to be proper coordination and focus on the common goal of the institution. 

 

The researcher will briefly review the well-known cognitive, psycho-social and 

physical development as described in the theories of Piaget, Vygotsky, Mwamwenda 

and Erickson.  In the process, relevant literature of other scholars on the above issues 

will also be reviewed.  Within the framework of the ecological perspective theory, it 

is acknowledged that students’ cognitive, socio-emotional, moral, physical 

characteristics and behaviours cannot be separated from the structures and cultures of 

their institutions.  Therefore, the researcher will briefly reflect on higher education 

institutional cultures and structures. 

 

3.3 THE CULTURES AND STRUCTURES OF HIGHER 

EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS 
 

Role players in higher education, be they lecturers, students, administrators, or 

auxiliary service providers work within institutional structures.  According to Hannan 

and Silver (2000:77), institutional culture comprises a set of values (be they good or 

bad) and assumptions (beliefs about human nature) that differentiate one institution 

from another, norms (ground rules for behavior) and artifacts (such as who gets which 

office).  All these guide the policies and actions of a particular institution.  Culture is 

not only explicit and visible, organograms of institutions, vision and mission 

statements and emblems.  It goes beyond what is visible and is, therefore, also implicit 
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in terms of patterns and their impacts on people.  There are four common types of 

cultures of organizations or institutions: 

• Power culture (which depends on the central power source) 

• Role culture (bureaucracy, including working with logic and rationality) 

• Task culture (job or project oriented, who does what?) 

• Person culture (structures that exist to serve professionals working in an 

institution) (Hannan & Silver 2000:78). 

 

It is important to view higher education institutions from these cultural perspectives 

because what institutions offer or do not offer is influenced by their cultures and 

structures.  This statement is in agreement with what Bronfenbrenner (1979) terms 

content: 

 
“Here the emphasis is not on traditional psychological processes of 
perception, motivation, thinking and learning, but on their content – what is 
perceived, desired, feared, thought about, or acquired as knowledge, and how 
the nature of this psychological material changes as a function of the person’s 
exposure to and interaction with the environment  Development is defined as 
the person’s  evolving conception of the ecological environment, and his 
relation to it, as well as the person’s growing capacity to discover, sustain, or 
alter its properties” (Bronfenbrenner 1979:9). 
 
 

The researcher argues that the prevailing culture in the institution has an impact on 

how students will define their borders; with whom and to what extent they will 

interact and to whom they will disclose their inner desires.  Institutions whose cultures 

focus on academic excellence but do not facilitate learning for all their students are 

likely to leave students with disabilities at the periphery, both academically and 

socially. 
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3.4 COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT 
 

3.4.1 Piaget’s theory of cognitive development 
 

According to Sternberg and Williams (2002:46-50), Piaget identified four stages of 

cognitive development: sensory-motor stage (between birth and about two years), pre-

operational stage (between 2 and about 7 years), concrete operational stage (between 

7–12 years) and formal operational stage (between 11/ 12 – adulthood). For the 

purpose of this research, the focus will be on the formal operational stage, in which 

students in higher education are likely to operate. 

 

According to Biehler and Snowman (1997:55), Snowman and Biehler (2006:38), and 

Sternberg and Williams (2002:47) children or persons in the formal operational stage, 

as perceived by Piaget, manifest the following characteristics: 

• They are able to make generalizations and engage in mental trial and error, 

thinking hypothetically and testing some of their “theories”. 

• They have an ability to respond to the nature, rather than to the content of a 

problem. 

• They are able to concentrate more on possibilities than on realities. 

• Mastery of formal thought opens up possibilities for the adolescent and adult 

for highly developed intellectual skills, sometimes allowing them to become 

preoccupied with abstract and theoretical matters. 

• Ego-centrism (Snowman & Biehler 2006:42; Dembo 1996:362), a concept 

whereby infants and toddlers believe that others see things the way they see 

them, reappears in adolescents.  Often, if these are practiced without a full 

understanding of interpersonal relationships as well as social and economic 

realities, it can lead to major intrapersonal as well as interpersonal conflicts.  It 

is expected that ego-centrism, in its exploitive form, gradually declines as the 

adolescent moves into adulthood, and begins to consider other people’s 

opinions. 
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3.4.1.1 Some critiques of Piaget’s theory of cognitive development as it pertains 

to the adolescent and adult 

Some of the critiques of this theory of Piaget are that it might have over-estimated 

adolescents’ cognitive capabilities (Sprinthall & Sprintall 1987; Shayer 1997 in 

Snowman & Biehler 2006:42).  Various tests conducted on adolescents by educational 

psychologists revealed that many adolescents have not reached well-developed formal 

operational thinking by the end of adolescence. 

 

Piaget’s theory of cognitive development has also been described as containing vague 

explanations for cognitive growth (Siegler 1996) in Snowman and Biehler (2006:42). 

The latter maintains that many adolescents he studied displayed variations in thinking 

abilities, and many did not attempt possible solutions. 

 

Another point of critique was the impact of culture on cognitive development of 

human beings. There seemed to be a lack of consensus regarding the universality of 

the stages of development, because scholars raised questions about the rate of 

development in the different cultures.  People in Western, industrialized countries 

may reach certain formal operational characteristics sooner than those from African 

societies.  At the same time, those from Western societies may experience ego-

centrism longer than African young adults who are likely to have had an opportunity 

to take care of children and consider others at an earlier stage in their life (Snowman 

& Biehler 2006:59).  The researcher is in agreement with this observation and can 

testify for its applicability to Namibian black communities.  By the time children 

reach high school, they will have been entrusted with some adult responsibilities, such 

as taking care of younger siblings and elderly family members while their parents are 

at work or attending to other family responsibilities.   

 

The impact of HIV and AIDS on communities has also increased the responsibilities 

placed on younger children to assume adult responsibilities as adults start to succumb 

to the pandemic.  Studies conducted in Namibia reveal that many adolescents 

currently head household because their parents and other family members succumbed 

to HIV and AIDS (Ashton, Haihambo & Mushaandja 2007).  In this situation, young 

adults take decisions, maintain discipline and order and supervise the very young and 
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the elderly in their care.  Many of the higher education students are thus in decision-

making positions and although most of the duties they perform are routine-based, they 

are often confronted with decisions requiring high level thinking. 

 

Berger (2001:499) confirms that there is a particular relationship between post-

secondary education and adult thinking processes.  Post-secondary education is linked 

to almost every measure of adulthood cognition, and the number of years spent in 

college or university has been linked to increased cognition, better verbal and 

quantitative skills and greater intellectual flexibility.  Pacarella and Terenzini (1991) 

and Rest et al (1999) cited by Berger (2001:499) prove that post-secondary education 

advances cognition.  What their research has not found a conclusive answer to, is the 

question of which part of post-secondary education was primarily responsible for 

enhanced cognition; is it academic work, encountering new ideas, or discussion with 

peers?  There has been proof that higher education made people more tolerant of 

political, social, religious and other differences (Berger 2001:499).  The research did 

not elaborate on the impact of disability on higher education.  The researcher assumes 

that the more the participation of students in higher education activities, the better 

their chances of cognitive advancement.  The assumption of the researcher is that 

barriers in many higher education institutions’ environments inhibit students with 

disabilities to participate maximally in activities planned for all students. 

 

It can thus be concluded that Piaget’s theory of cognitive development is identifiable 

in Namibian children, adolescents and adults.  However, it is also important to 

consider the critiques and to view it in relation to different abilities.  The researcher 

believes that disability, be it of a sensory, neurological or mental nature, will impact 

on the cognitive operational level of a young adult such as those in institutions of 

higher education.  This is due to the limited opportunities and stimulation granted to 

individuals with disabilities as have been discussed in chapter two.  As indicated in 

chapter two, attitudes toward persons with disabilities have led to many of them being 

excluded from valuable learning and socialization opportunities.  
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3.4.2 Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory of cognitive development 
 

Vygotsky’s work (1962; 1978) in Elliot, Kratochwill, Littlefield and Travers 

(1996:82) is said to be based on his belief that there is a clear relationship between 

cognitive development and a child’s interactions with the environment.  This is also 

the basis of the ecological theory of human development (Bronfenbrenner 1979). 

 

Snowman and Biehler (2006:44) and Sternberg and Williams (2002:55) describe 

Vygotsky’s theory of cognitive development as a socio-cultural theory based on his 

conviction that the thinking process of human beings is guided by both social and 

cultural forces.  Similarly, significant others in a child’s life shape the child’s thinking 

processes to reflect their cultural values.  Obviously then, if the significant others in a 

specific child’s life have imprinted in his or her mind that persons with disabilities are 

to be pitied, they are likely to pity persons with disabilities.  Another aspect of 

Vygotsky’s theory is his belief that psychological tools play a very important role in 

what children will perceive the world.   

 
“These are cognitive devices and procedures with which we communicate and 
explore the world around us” (Snowman & Biehler 2006:46).  
 

This confirms that the toys and other play material children are exposed to, and the 

examples people are presented with as they are molded into adulthood, will have an 

impact on the type of adult they become.   

 

As opposed to Piaget, Vygotsky maintains that developmental milestones are largely 

influenced by social and other environmental factors rather than categorical 

maturation.  This view is shared by Bronfenbrenner (1979) who goes further to 

emphasize the quality of relationships between the developing human being and 

others in the environment. Vygotsky’s theory is less comprehensive than Piaget’s, but 

it has brought in new dimensions such as internalization, the zone of proximal 

development and scaffolding (Sternberg & Williams 2002:56), as described below. 

 

Internalization is described as the assimilation of information, making it part of, and 

applying it to one’s life.  This process happens through observation and socialization.  
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It is enhanced by language development as Vygotsky believed that language and 

thought are two important partners in the thinking process, as language development 

promotes thinking skills (Sternberg & Williams 2002:56). More often, persons with 

disabilities are given limited socialization and also observation opportunities.  For 

instance, persons with visual impairment may not pick up information about their 

environment which those without visual impairment observe automatically through 

for example body language and facial expressions, unless such information is verbally 

communicated to them.  They need sighted people to tell them about changes in the 

environment, such as a new table in the lecture room that may cause an obstruction, a 

group of visitors joining the lecture, or a power socket that is out of order.  In the 

same vein, people experiencing mobility challenges tend to prefer to limit their 

movements to avoid inconveniencing others and themselves.  By not going out as 

often as others, they are likely to have fewer socialization experiences then others. 

 

The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is also referred to as the zone of potential 

development and is described as “ the range between the child’s level of independent 

performance and the level of performance a child can reach with expert guidance” 

(Sternberg & William 2002:56; Snowman & Biehler 2006:49).  In simple terms, this 

means cognizance needs to be taken of the possible gap between what the individual 

can do independently, using his or her own initiative, and what the individual can do 

with assistance or guidance. Vygotsky (1962:1978) suggested a consciousness of the 

difference between the two in assessment of performance.  What children can do is 

largely influenced by their prior experiences and the interplay between those 

experiences and their inherited characteristics.  Vygotsky thus suggested that, in 

assessing children, educators should employ a dynamic assessment environment, one 

in which the assessors present some hints and guidelines alongside the problems they 

expect students to solve, as opposed to a static assessment environment in which 

children are presented with problems to solve with little or no guidelines or feedback 

about their performance. 

 

Children and youths with disabilities are often at the receiving end in assessment 

procedures, as in most schools and higher education institutions in Namibia, 

assessment procedures are not flexible and a one size fits all approach is the order of 

the day.  Often, the education system theoretically acknowledges diversity, but 
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practically little is done to accommodate who are differently-abled and whose 

experiences are totally different from those of their peers. As an educator in an 

institution of higher education, the researcher has observed many times that students 

with disabilities asking for a different format of assessment were met with negative 

attitudes or helplessness on the side of the institution.  Students who have visual 

impairment as a result of albinism and requesting a question paper or lecture notes in 

enlarged text have often been told that they should do it themselves, or that they 

cannot be given “special treatment.”  This confirms what Vygotsky terms as static 

assessment environments. 

 

Scaffolding can be described as a form of mediated learning experience, whereby an 

expert provides learning support to a person in a position of “learner”, through 

mediation of the environment by which cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural 

techniques are acquired without having a formal lesson or lecture.  In using the 

scaffolding method, opportunities are created for students to learn through experience 

or observation, so that they are able to see the relationship between ideas and their 

logical conclusions (Sternberg and Williams 2002:57; Snowman and Biehler 

2006:49).  The importance of this technique in planning intervention programmes 

cannot be over emphasized.  It is even more important for persons with disabilities, 

where specific guidance is needed for the educators and parents to help promote 

cognitive, socio-emotional, moral and physical development in children and adults.  

Students with disabilities in higher education institutions can largely benefit from 

scaffolding, but because of many factors such as lack of experiences in disability 

issues, they are often excluded from learning and socialization experiences. As rightly 

affirmed by Sternberg and Williams (2002:60), insufficient scaffolding reduces early 

identification and intervention opportunities for children and youths. 

 

Institutions of higher education, with their focus on academic excellence and hectic 

and rigid, examination-oriented schedules, are less likely to make use of scaffolding.  

Also, even where some educators apply good methodologies such as scaffolding, 

these institutions are individualistic in their structures, leaving little room for one 

educator to be able to see what the other is doing, thereby facilitating the process of 

learning from one another. 
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3.4.2.1 Critiques of Vygotsky’s theory 

While it is internationally acknowledged that Vygotsky (1962; 1978) has made good 

contributions to the field of cognitive development, he has been criticized for only 

dealing with limited aspects of cognitive development such as the impact of culture 

and the social environment. 

 

It was also difficult to determine if the zone of proximal development can be 

measured by way of an instrument (Sternberg & Williams 2002:60). 

 

Vygotsky’s social cognition learning models emphasizes the inevitable role of culture 

in individual development, starting with the culture of the family environment at the 

level of the individual’s micro-system (www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-

and-social-cognition accessed on 25/06/2009.  The researcher believes that different 

environments offer different opportunities of learning development.  In many cases in 

African contexts, persons with disabilities are deprived from cultural experiences that 

are likely to enhance their learning development.  The researcher was under the 

impression that the social learning theory of Vygotsky does not take cognizance of 

this fact.  According to Vygotsky, a human being’s learning development is largely 

affected by culture. 

 

The theory also emphasizes language as a primary form of transmitting rich culture 

from adults (teachers, parents) to children or other adults.  The theory does not 

elaborate on other alternatives of transmission in the absence of such adults, or of the 

interaction between adults and young children.  In addition to certain cultural norms 

whereby the interaction between adults and children are limited to adult’s needs, 

persons with disabilities often have even more limited interaction with adults and 

peers, especially where the disability results in language impairment.  This lack of 

communication also affects scaffolding and the processes involved in bridging the gap 

between gap between existing knowledge and the zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky 1962, 1978). 

 

The theory’s emphasis on the presence and role of an adult and culture in an 

individual’s micro-and meso-systems in the mediation of culture and problem-solving 

http://www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-and-social-cognition�
http://www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-and-social-cognition�
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(www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-and-social-cognition accessed on 

25/06/2009) underrates child-to-child learning processes in settings where adults are 

absent due to morbidity and mortality, or unable to transmit knowledge to the 

developing child or individual due to old age, a scenario that is becoming common in 

many Namibian villages and remote rural settings. 

 

Although those who uphold Vygotsky’s theory (Wertsch and Cole (year not 

indicated); Nichol (year not indicated) (www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-

and-social-cognition accessed on 25/06/2009) suggest that curriculum, instruction and 

assessment methods be designed and take into account factors such as individual 

needs as well as the zone of proximal development, the researcher believes that in 

Namibian higher education contexts, this is often not done.  Where and when 

curricula modification and assessment procedures adapted, persons with disabilities 

are often not the motivation behind such adaptation.  The lack of assessment 

procedures in the higher education sector in Namibia could make the situation worse, 

as students with disabilities do not submit statements articulating their needs.  

However, the researcher has observed that even when disabilities are visible and their 

needs obvious, not much effort is made by staff and peers to facilitate students with 

disabilities’ learning and socialization. 

 

3.4.3 Cognitive development in African children: Mwamwenda’s 

theory 
 

Mwamwenda (2004:103) affirms that Piaget’s theory is most relevant to African 

students, based on the following reasons: 

• The basic principles of logic, science, arithmetic, morality, justice, ethics and 

technology are applicable to Africans, provided that they do not only cling to 

their cultural heritage.  Beside the fact that these principles are inherent to all 

African cultures, African people have enriched their cultures utilizing foreign 

contributions. 

• Various studies about Piaget’s theory have been carried out in Africa by both 

African and western scholars, and such studies have confirmed the universal 

http://www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-and-social-cognition�
http://www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-and-social-cognition�
http://www.funderstanding.com/content/vygotsky-and-social-cognition�
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nature of cognitive development, especially regarding the first three stages of 

Piagetian cognitive development. 

• Results of studies in which Piaget’s cognitive development theory has been 

applied to African children have affirmed the applicability of Piagetian 

theories to children in African settings, taking into account environmental, 

cultural and educational factors. 

 

Mwamwenda (2004:128) further emphasizes the role of culture in cognitive 

development.  He cites Dasen et al (1979) as having found that all cross-cultural 

studies have demonstrated that cultural differences do not have an impact on the 

attainment of cognitive stages, but only on the rate at which they are attained. At the 

same time, Dasen et al (1979) in Mwamwenda (2004:128) acknowledges the impact 

of ecological factors on cognitive development.  Within this argument, it is 

maintained that children exposed to a hunting and gathering background will have 

elaborate knowledge and exposure to spatial concepts, as opposed to those from a 

technological background who are likely to score higher in perceptual tasks.  In 

summarizing the role of culture in cognitive development, Schau et al (1983) cited by 

Mwamwenda (2004:128) proclaims: 

 
“If appropriate environment experiences are not provided during later 
childhood, the transition from concrete operations to formal operations may be 
delayed.  Children in extremely disadvantaged circumstances may never reach 
the stage of formal operational thought unless changes in the environment are 
brought about while development is still possible”. 

 

 

Mwamwenda (2004:128), however, does not confirm the universality of the formal 

operational stage of Piaget, as he argues that this stage requires an adolescent to attain 

values that are not necessarily valued by all cultures as a form of thought before they 

can be regarded as having attained the formal operational stage.  “Piaget’s 

developmental endpoint is really the reasoning of a western scientist”, states 

Greenfield (1976) cited by Mwamwenda (2004:129).  Maintaining that Piaget’s 

definition of formal operations is restricted, Mwamwenda suggests that Africans 

should be judged by the way they solve problems in African families and 

communities; their analyzing skills, their conflict resolutions skills and their use of 

metaphor and analogies.  Based on the above argument, the researcher concurs with 
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Mwamwenda (2004:129) that many students at higher education level in Africa have 

attained the formal operational stage of cognitive development.  However, they are 

often assessed with tools that do not provide for the application of their cognition, and 

about content that is far removed from their knowledge and skills. At the same time, 

the researcher argues that the limited socialization and exposure opportunities 

accorded to persons with disabilities are likely to have a staggering impact on their 

cognitive development.  Also, curricula approaches in African universities do not 

necessarily take into account African cultures, students’ living environment, and 

especially, the additional needs of students with disabilities. 

 

3.5  PSYCHOSOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
 

3.5.1 Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development 
 

Erik Erikson was a German-born psychologist who made strides with his theory of 

psychosocial development by identifying eight major stages in psychological 

development.  These stages are discussed below in this chapter.  Other characteristics 

of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development are the fact that his theory covers the 

complete human developmental stages and it takes cognizance of the role of the 

person and culture (Snowman & Biehler 2006:22).  According to Elliot et al 

(1996:120), Erikson emphasized the role of two main variables, personality 

development and the role of the environment on the individual.   

 

Snowman and Biehler (2006:24) summarize Erikson’s theory of personality 

development as having its foundation in two main principles.  The first of the two 

principles is the epigenic principle meaning that during prenatal development, organs 

develop according to a set pattern and they combine to form a human being. Erikson 

believed that personality develops in a similar way as “the ego progresses through a 

series of interrelated stages” (Snowman & Biehler 2006:24).  These ego stages are 

said to exist from the onset, but each in its own critical stage of development. 
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The second principle is the psychosocial crisis, implying that personality development 

takes the form of a set of turning points or psychosocial crises that demand human 

beings to make adaptations to their normal way of doing things in response to such 

demands.  For example, adolescence demands that the individual to develop a sense of 

self-image and each adolescent will have to respond to that need (Snowman & Biehler 

2006:24). 

 

Having explained the two principles on which Erikson’s theory is based, the 

researcher now turns to a discussion of the eight developmental stages referred to 

earlier. 

 

Stage 1: Trust versus Mistrust 

It was Erikson’s conviction that for an individual to develop a healthy personality, he 

or she should experience a sense of trust in him or herself, and in the world around 

him or her, within the first year of life (Elliot et al 1996:120).  If children do not 

experience a sense of trust during this period, they develop mistrust. Infants are likely 

to gain confidence over their environment as they gain better control over their 

bodies, giving them a sense of security.  Bonding with caregivers and significant 

others during this period is said to play a vital role in the formation of trust.  Children 

who experience cold parenting are, as per Erikson, likely to develop mistrust, 

consequently jeopardizing the formation of lasting relationships with others later in 

life. 

 

Stage2: Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt 

The core of this stage which occurs between ages two and three years, is the 

relationship between children’s needs for independence (autonomy) and the impact of 

feedback they receive from significant others on their self-esteem. Positive feedback 

leads to greater self-control and independence, while negative feedback may lead to 

shame and self-doubt (Elliot et al 1996:121). 

 

Stage 3: Initiative versus Guilt 

According to Erikson, ages four to five are characterized by greater freedom of 

movement, more developed language skills and higher imagination.  During this 

period, children develop a sense of initiative.  Erikson argues that children who had 



152 
 

limited opportunities for initiative and imagination are likely to experience difficulties 

with identity development during adolescence (Elliot et al 1996:124). 

 

Stage 4: Industry versus Inferiority 

Erikson uses the term “industry” to refer to a stage when a child is able to do things 

well and desires to win acknowledgement for his or her achievements (Elliot et al 

1996:126; Snowman & Biehler 2006:25).  This stage occurs between ages six and 

eleven.  These are the early primary school years.  The school thus creates 

opportunities for children to prove what they can do in a healthy competitive 

environment.  If educators are not aware of diverse cultures and diverse needs of 

learners, it could lead to inferiority, low self-esteem and self-doubt. 

 

Stage 5: Identity versus Identity Confusion 

This stage takes place between ages 12 to 18.  During this stage, adolescents are 

expected to develop skills that will help them become responsible adults in their 

communities.  In the process of acquiring such skills, however, the adolescent is prone 

to role confusion. They are not sure of the expected behaviour patterns. If they 

succeed in striking a healthy balance between their need for independence and the 

expected roles they are expected to play in various situations, identity if formed. In 

the contrary, if they do not succeed in striking such balance, the outcome is role 

confusion (Snowman & Biehler 2006:25; Elliot et al 1996:130). 

 

Stage 6: Intimacy versus Isolation 

This stage occurs from early to middle adulthood, between ages 18–35.  Erikson 

believed that a sense of intimacy is not to be limited to sexuality.  It refers to the 

ability to be involved in social interactions with another human being without fearing 

losing one’s self-identity.  It entails establishing and maintaining a friendship, 

establishing and sustaining close intimate relations and partnerships.  When young 

adults are not able to live up to the expectations of sustaining and maintaining 

friendships, both on an intimate and platonic level, which comes with making 

commitments, sacrifices and compromises, they experience a sense of failure and 

isolation (Snowman & Biehler 2006:25).  As stated earlier, in order to maintain a 

relationship at this age group, one needs to meet specific criteria in terms of dress 

code, social activities and physical appearance.  This stage is the most relevant to 
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students in higher education institutions. Students with disabilities may be at risk of 

not meeting criteria set by their social circles and are thus prone to isolation. 

 

Stage 7: Generativity versus Stagnation 

Snowman and Biehler (2006:25) do not put a categorical age- tag to this stage, but 

rather refer to it as the middle age period.  At the same time, Elliot et al (1996:135) 

define this stage to the age group between 35 and 65 years.  Some, although a few 

students at higher education institutions, especially postgraduate students, could be in 

this in this stage. 

 

According to Snowman and Biehler (2006:25), “generativity” can be described as the 

concern of forming and leading the younger generation to responsible citizenship.  It 

is a broad term covering various aspects ranging from childbearing and childrearing, 

to role modeling and teaching through socialization, culture, tradition and even 

through organized educational fora.  If generativity is lacking in an individual, they 

are labeled and doomed to stagnation.   

 

Stage 8: Integrity versus Despair 

This final stage of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development occurs during old 

age 65 years and above (Snowman & Biehler 2006:25; Elliot et al 1996:135).  The 

core of this stage is the acceptance of one’s life cycle.  Despair is when human beings 

realize that they have too little time left to start doing new things, or to correct what 

has gone wrong in their lives. It is thus imperative for higher education institutions to 

provide challenging but relevant learning experiences to avoid that students’ 

experience despair later in life students, regardless of their abilities and disabilities. 

 

Amongst these eight stages of psychosocial development, one is particularly relevant 

to students in higher education in Namibia.  This is stage 6: Intimacy versus Isolation, 

which occurs between the age group 18–35.  It goes without saying that attainment of 

positive resolutions at each stage depends on how well issues have been resolved in 

the previous stage.  This means that these stages are interrelated. 

 

The researcher believes that if this is the case, many students with disabilities are 

likely to experience difficulties with psychosocial relationships because they have a 
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backlog in almost all developmental stages.  By way of an example, the researcher 

attempts to demonstrate a typical life pattern of a child born with a disability in 

Namibia, using Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development: 

 

Suppose that a child is born with a disability.  Instead of being welcomed and 

accepted, this child is met with rejection and labels.  Instead of experiencing trust, he 

or she experiences the world as a place of insecurity and rejection and develops 

mistrust (stage 1: trust versus mistrust). 

 

At age two to three years his or her peers, after having been given enough love and 

care to enable them to trust their caregivers, are ready to explore another level of the 

ecological system, the meso-system, by being encouraged to do things at their own 

pace, under adult supervision.  In the contrary, the child with a disability is still 

treated the same way as when he or she was an infant. Their attempt to do things on 

their own are met with disapproval, leading to shame and doubt. (Stage 2: Autonomy 

versus Shame and Doubt). 

 

At age four to five years, many children living in towns will go to a pre-school 

facility, expanding their meso-system even further. They are experimenting with 

physical activities and language.  They are given freedom to explore their 

environment by playing outside, climbing and jumping.  Conversely, the child with a 

disability may be restricted to a room, with little variation to his or her daily activities. 

The consequent reaction will be guilt. (Stage 3: Initiative versus Guilt). 

 

The ages 6–11 are the junior primary school years.  Children go to primary school and 

expand their knowledge (counting, colouring, identifying shapes) as well as gross-

motoric and fine-motoric skills (balancing, riding bicycles, as well as holding a pencil, 

tracing lines, cutting with a pair of scissors).  A child with a disability is likely to be 

deprived from opportunities to develop these skills, mostly out of overprotection or 

ignorance. His or her level of industry remains under-developed and when amongst 

their peers in school, they feel inferior because they cannot compete.  (Stage 4: 

Industry versus Inferiority). 
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During the ages between 12 and 18 years, Namibian children are in the senior primary 

and secondary school.  This is the period that covers puberty and adolescence 

Mwamwenda (2004:81). This period is well-known for its rapid changes in a human 

being’s physical, social-emotional, and cognitive characteristics, such that many 

psychologists have termed it the period of “storm and stress” (Mwamwenda 2004:67; 

Smith & Pellegrini 2000:252; Daniel & Wassel 2003:28).  Adolescents with 

disabilities tend to experience problems developing roles and skills that should give 

them a meaningful role in society.  As demonstrated through the previous stages, 

adolescents with disabilities are likely to lag behind with some developmental 

milestones, putting them a step behind their peers.  In addition to that, the cultural 

association of disability with uselessness (Haihambo & Lightfoot 2008:6; Zimba et al 

2004:16) makes it difficult for adolescents with disabilities to determine who they are, 

and what their position in their community should be.  Additionally, they also have to 

battle with being accepted by their communities as per the role they want to play. This 

often leads to anger, frustration and confusion (Stage 5: Identity versus Role 

Confusion). 

 

The age group 18–35 is characterized by the formation of lasting friendships and love 

relationships. Intimacy plays a very important role in the lives of young adults.  

Young adults rely on social popularity, excellence in academia and sport, physical and 

inner beauty, and many more traits to attract peers.  For young adults with disabilities, 

it is easy to be excluded from important social interactions that enhance acceptance, 

recognition, and formation of genuine love relationships. This often leads to isolation 

(Stage 6: Intimacy versus Isolation). 

 

Since this is the most relevant stage to the sample of the current research, the 

researcher will end her comparison and demonstration here. The aim of this 

demonstration by way of a scenario was to indicate the interrelatedness of the psycho-

social development stages, and how children with disabilities are likely to lag behind 

their peers without disabilities during the development process. 
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3.5.2  Critique of Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development 
 

Although supported by research, some scholars are of the opinion that Erikson’s 

research was based on personal and subjective opinions focusing only on aspects that 

were mostly valued by psychologists. As a result, it is maintained that little validity 

checks have been done on Erikson’s research to determine whether or not he indeed 

based his conclusions on limited opinions (Snowman & Biehler 2006:65). 

 

Erikson’s standpoint that adolescents’ identity is formed by active exploration of 

alternatives regarding their careers, ideological beliefs, interpersonal relationships and 

the choices they make is questionable.  The universality of such opinion is questioned 

by scholars, based on the observation that, in some cultures, these decisions are taken, 

and even imposed on adolescents by their parents or caregivers (Snowman & Biehler 

2006:65). 

 

Other scholars, such as Gilligan (1982, 1988) cited by Snowman and Biehler 

(2006:32), maintain that Erikson’s psycho-social development stages can be 

associated more with the development of males than of females, given the biological 

realities that identity formation for males and females do not take place at the same 

time. For example, during adolescence, young women tend to deal with crises related 

to lack of preparation for menarche and the appearance of breasts which many of 

them experience as embarrassing. Identity and intimacy within the same phase is also 

questioned, because some scholars are of the view that young women and men are 

likely to handle them separately.  This also largely depends on the culture.  In some 

cultures and sub-cultures, including peer groups as subculture, men are hailed for 

having a beard, or having more girlfriends whereas girls are viewed as bad when they 

show physical signs of maturity or have boyfriends (Identity versus Role Confusion 

and Intimacy versus Isolation). 

 

The researcher’s personal critique is that Erikson’s theory of psychosocial 

development, like many others, does not take into consideration diversity such as 

culture and the developmental challenges of persons with disabilities and other special 

needs. 
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3.6 COGNITIVE PROFILES OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

STUDENTS WITH REFERENCE TO NAMIBIA 
 

Students in Namibia enter higher education institutions after having met the academic 

requirements set by each individual institution and programme.  The University of 

Namibia and Polytechnic of Namibia require that students have acquired a minimum 

of 25 points in the grade 12 examination for most of their programmes, with the 

exception of a few diploma and certificate programmes.  For most degree 

programmes, students are also expected to have attained a C-aggregate symbol in 

English, which is the medium of instruction.  In order to be admitted to the colleges of 

education, students have to attain at least 23 points in five best subjects.  

 

In all cases, flexible admission requirements are not popular, and are applicable 

mostly to students from educationally marginalized communities such as the 

Ovahimba (a community of semi-nomadic people living in the Kunene region) and 

the San (a community of nomadic people mostly found in the Otjozondjupa, the 

Omaheke, the Oshikoto and the Ohangwena regions), using guidelines set by the 

Affirmative Action Act (1998).  Entry requirements are not waved for students with 

disabilities to enter any colleges or universities. 

 

Most higher education programmes make high demands on the ability of students to 

think critically, process and manage information efficiently and independently, and 

perform academic tasks with little guidance.  Whereas basic and secondary education 

is mainly directed and driven by teachers, higher education is largely self-directed and 

self-motivated (Boekaerts & Minnaert 2006:187).  In order for students to effectively 

accomplish their educational goals in this fashion, they need to be satisfied with their 

learning conditions in terms of their psychological needs (Bronfenbrenner 1979:144).  

Their social learning environment also needs to be of a nature that encourages 

students to view learning as an open-ended process with multiple opportunities for 

thinking, feeling, and acting (Boekaerts & Minnaert 2006:188).   

 

The role of teachers or learning facilitators in the process of creating conducive 

learning environments cannot be underestimated.  In fact, a major finding of the 
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research study conducted by Boekaerts and Minnaert (2006:191) was that autonomy-

supportive teachers promoted a more positive learning effect than teachers using a 

controlling motivational teaching style.  Viewing the situation from this perspective, it 

is likely that students with disabilities may lack the motivation and environment to 

learn independently as expected, because it is assumed that in most cases, their basic 

psychological and social needs are not met.  This situation could affect their 

maximum participation in their own learning process. 

 

In most cases, students will have reached the formal operational stage (Piaget, in 

Mwamwenda 2004) in some areas.  Students with barriers to learning resulting from 

their disabilities and lack of creation of enabling environments are likely to face 

challenges in the above mentioned tasks.  This view is supported by DeFord 

(2006:80), who argues that disability affects one’s ability to focus attention and 

organize learning material in a fashion that makes it easier for consumption. 

 

As stated in the beginning of this chapter, students in Namibia at an age of 19 years 

and above, after having completed Grade 12 and have attained at least 25 points in 5 

best subjects for degree programmes, at least 23 points for diploma programmes and 

at least 20 points for certificate programmes.  Some students enter higher education at 

a much later stage when they can afford to take loans from financial institutions or 

pay for their own studies.  From her experience of teaching in a Namibian higher 

education institution, the researcher have noticed that younger students (between ages 

19 and 23) who join higher education institutions tend to have more challenges in the 

area of critical thinking than those who are older.  This difference could be attributed 

to learning and teaching styles at secondary school level where reproduction of 

knowledge is still valued highly to satisfy examiners, as opposed to the realities of 

work and life out of school that often challenge the thinking of individuals confronted 

by such challenges.  Some students, irrespective of age, tend to demonstrate high level 

of cognitive abilities.  The researcher has no reason to believe that students with 

disabilities will have a different pattern of cognitive development than their peers.  

However, the researcher is convinced that the limitations experienced by students 

with disabilities and the mode in which curricula is delivered and assessed could lead 

to their under-assessment. 
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Boyd and Bee (2009:391) challenge Piaget’s theory of cognitive development in that 

it terms the formal operational stage the final stage of cognitive development.  They 

use the term post-formal thoughts to describe the ability of persons in late-

adolescence and early adulthood to respond to problems they are confronted with in 

their lives.  The researcher tends to agree that there is a stage higher than the formal 

operational stage of cognitive development.  Given the relevant conducive 

environment, the researcher believes that students in higher education institutions in 

Namibia are likely to reach high levels of cognitive performance as demonstrated by 

their abilities to perform experiments and develop theories in their areas of 

specialization.  The researcher has observed students, including those with disabilities 

in Namibia involving in high level political, educational and other macro-level 

debates demonstrating high level cognitive performances. 

 

3.7 SOCIAL PROFILES OF STUDENTS IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION WITH REFERENCE TO NAMIBIA 
 

Staley (2003:9) compiles a list of some of the published characteristics of American 

students entering college in this century: 

 
“They are labeled millenials, internet gens, generation Y, baby boomers II; 
they have been described as ambitious, precocious, stressed, indifferent, 
wayward, techno-nerd, heterogeneous, politically conservative, and sexually 
active”.  

 

These qualities, to a large extent, describe any average higher education student 

across the world.  Students with disabilities, although they want to be part of this 

group-norm, may experience difficulties living up to some of these group 

expectations.  Blind students for example, may wish to sit in the library internet room 

and browse the internet, but their disability may require them to have specialized 

equipment to do this task, or even worse, to have a friend read their personal e-mails 

to them. 

 

Grobler (2008:3, unpublished paper) categorizes Namibian students into five main 

categories that determine how they would cope with university or college life: 
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• Shy student: This is the type of student who will often feel anxious and fearful, 

refrain from peer pressure, choose friends with the same norms and values and 

will avoid social encounters with others.  Unfortunately, this type of student is 

also likely to be influenced into sexual or any other risky behaviour to be 

accepted. 

• Assertive student:  This type of student is likely to stick to their own 

upbringing and culture, assert them against peer pressure, and will respect 

their family values and cultures against all odds. 

• Exploring student: Very often, this type of student will use the newly-found 

freedom of a university or college environment to explore new socialization 

opportunities; explore modern dressing codes, engage in sexual exploration, 

alcohol and drugs.  Often, these new things take center stage position in these 

students’ lives at the expense of their primary mission, that of acquiring a 

professional post-secondary qualification. 

• Confused student: This type of student manifests limited experience in 

independent living and learning.  They often depend on others for information 

and doubt their own opinions and efforts.  Because they are often insecure, 

they tend to get various sets of information from different people, making it 

difficult for them to take their own decisions.  This can easily lead them into 

inappropriate behaviour. 

• Principle centered or driven students:   Principles can be described as 

fundamental truths with universal applications.  This means that principles 

transcend cultural and geographical borders.  Such principles include fairness, 

respect for self and for others, honesty, human dignity, quality and excellence 

and integrity.  Students who are guided by such principles are more likely to 

succeed in higher education. 

 

Students with disabilities may fall into any of these categories.  However, for them, 

coping with university or college life goes beyond ordinary socialization, peer 

pressure, lecturing styles, time-tabling, dress codes and other challenges experienced 

by new students in higher education.  For those with mobility and visual disabilities, 

getting around the campus is a major issue.  They might have a time-table indicating a 

room number, but they still need to figure out how they will move from one point to 
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another.  They might wonder about peer support.  And if they are shy, they might not 

easily ask for help.  Students with disabilities who are of the exploring type might 

easily fall prey to exploitation.  They might also feel tempted to do things in order to 

be accepted in a social circle, making them vulnerable to sexual abuse and other risks 

such as HIV and AIDS.   

 

Grobler (2008:3) further advances an argument of the importance of character ethics 

in order for students in higher education to maintain balanced lifestyles and build 

healthy interpersonal relationships.  She argues that only through character ethics can 

a person exhibit integrity, maturity, abundant mentality, and competence.  Character 

ethics, she says, is an ongoing process that requires constant introspection and self-

empowerment.   

 

Parallel to character ethics is the term paradigm, which Grobler (2008:4) describes as 

the determinant of the way we see things, the way we think and act.  This means that 

paradigms affect the way we interact with other people.  It is thus safe to say that 

paradigms cannot be separated from human character.  Based on this, often when 

people gain new insights and understandings, they need to make a paradigm shift.  

Some students and staff may come to the university or college with little or no 

understanding of people with diverse needs, such as those arising from disabilities.  

When confronted with students with disabilities, a paradigm shift might be needed to 

include those who are different in their daily activities.  Equally, students with 

disabilities need to make a paradigm shift in order to fit into an environment where 

people are not necessarily sensitized towards their needs.  

 

Depending on personalities, financial resources, support from family and friends, 

students in late adolescence and early adulthood especially tend to focus on physical 

appearance, in terms fashionable outfits, hairstyles, and other possessions such as 

cellular phones, laptops and cars.  These possessions have a positive impact on their 

social status on campus.  Students who do not possess some of these may experience 

themselves as less popular, and this could result in a low self-concept which often 

leads to isolation as will be discussed later in this chapter.  This finding is in line with 

those of Peters, Louw and Dumont (2008:102) where student’s stress was linked to 

lack of access to financial resources.  Students with disabilities often have a totally 



162 
 

different appearance and may not fit easily into campus dress-code or other practices.  

For example, activities such as queuing up to buy food at one of the food outlets could 

be “cool” while for students with mobility impairments, it could be a very frustrating 

activity. 

 

Intimate relationships between female and male students are also rife at this stage.  It 

is easy for those who are not involved in a relationship to feel excluded from campus 

social life.  It is also common for students with disabilities to suffer social and 

emotional exclusion (Sappon-Shevin 2003:26), due to the cultural stigmatization of 

disability. This state of affairs might have an impact on how students with disabilities 

construct their social realities in their institutions. 

 

Yuen and Shaughnessy (2001:201) state that students with disabilities are likely to 

become invisible in higher education institutions.  The numbers of students with 

disabilities may be inaccurate because in many institutions, statistics on disability are 

simply not kept or managed.  In addition to that, students with disabilities choose to 

remain invisible because of fear of stigma. Some students with disabilities assume that 

others will think that they want to use disability as an excuse when they ask for 

accommodations.  

 

Namibian students are not different from the international population covered in this 

literature review.  Higher education institutions in Namibia continue to be confronted 

with more diverse populations over the past few years.  Diversity introduces 

challenges to students and staff alike.  In Namibia, where institutions of higher 

education are socially and physically not organized to support students with 

disabilities, this population of students tends to be isolated not only in social activities, 

but also academically.  The researcher had, in the past observed students with 

disabilities lacking a sense of belongingness in their institutions because most social 

activities are not organized with them in mind.   
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3.8 PHYSICAL PROFILES OF STUDENTS IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION IN NAMIBIA 
 

According to Youngs (1992:65), appearance is a vital component of a student or 

human being’s self-concept.  Appearance is an important part of one’s identity.  This 

is more true for those in adolescence and early adulthood, for whom appearance 

defines association.  The majority of students attending higher education find 

themselves in these stages of human development.  Youngs (1992:66) further holds 

the opinion that children form a concept of themselves and others based on the 

physical traits of appearance.  From early childhood, children form stereotypes of 

others using a physical appearance criterion.  These perceptions continue throughout 

life.  It is unfortunate that physical appearance also influences the quality and quantity 

of encounters a person will have with significant others   Teachers, for example, pay 

more attention to children who are regarded as attractive, through both verbal and 

non-verbal affirmations (Youngs 1992:65).  The researcher, when relating to the 

above, cannot imagine what adolescents and young adults with disabilities could be 

experiencing in this regard, especially in higher education where students have limited 

direct contact with their lecturers. 

 

The researcher also agrees with Youngs (1992:67) that many cultures place an 

enormous emphasis on outward physical appearance.  Often, students who do not 

dress like others are easily alienated and consequently, they develop negative feelings 

about themselves.  Many students with disabilities have challenges keeping up with 

peer group physical appearance codes and often alienate themselves even before they 

are alienated by their peers.  Those with physical disabilities may have a body shape 

that may not necessarily adjust to the type of clothing worn by others; those with 

visual impairment may need to use a cane to assist them in walking; those with 

hearing impairment may wear a hearing aid; and all these may not be viewed as 

“cool” by their peers. 

 

Smith et al (1997:222) state that the changes taking place during adolescence are the 

most visible of all changes.  Many students develop an extreme awareness and 

obsession with their weight and general physical appearance.  Smith et al (1992:223) 
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hold the opinion that adolescents with learning difficulties presented similar changes 

as all other youths.  They too had emerging passions and personalities; they too are 

heavily focused on their peers and their acceptance and trying to figure out their 

relationships with their families.  However, they have additional challenges, such as 

those affecting their academic underachievement.  The same can be said for those 

with physical, sensory or other disabilities who are first and foremost individuals like 

any other, and in addition, have to deal with the limitations introduced by their 

disabilities.  

 

Mwamwenda (2004:60) describes adolescence as a period of accelerated change 

experienced by both boys and girls.  During this period, both boys and girls assume 

physical signs of an adult woman or man as they grow in length, body weight and 

sexual maturity.  Many adolescents in African societies are unprepared for the 

physical changes, and especially with regard to hormonal changes that occur in their 

bodies during this period.  This lack of preparation leads to conflict within the 

individual and between the individual and significant others in their lives.  

Mwamwenda (2004:63) emphasizes the psychological implications of physical 

changes on individuals.  A number of adolescents become unhappy with their physical 

appearance.  This is a universal observation as found also in literature from Western 

countries (Smith et al 1997:213).   

 

Mwamwenda (2004:73) describes physical development during early and middle 

childhood as an extension of what is experienced during adolescence.  Both women 

and men become physically stronger, and in Africa, this is demonstrated through the 

engagement of both women and men in physical activities for hours, especially during 

cultivation periods.  Womanhood and manhood are largely proved through these and 

other expected activities.  Although Mwamwenda (2004:79) does not make any 

reference to individuals with disabilities, it is obvious that during this period, 

adolescents and young adults experience frustrations because they cannot do what 

others can to prove their womanhood or manhood, depending on the type of 

disabilities they have.  Similarly, it is possible that while socialization is at its peak for 

the majority of adolescents without disabilities, adolescents with disabilities might 

experience loneliness and poor association.  Experiences of loneliness can be 

exacerbated by stunted physical growth or irregular body image that many persons 
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with disabilities manifest when compared to their peers experiencing average physical 

development. 

 

Taub, McLorg and Bartnick (2008:201) studied relationship barriers experienced by 

women with disabilities and found that women with disabilities showed lower 

participation rates in higher education and in the workforce and had fewer social 

relationships compared to their peers.  These authors attribute these findings to the 

following factors: 

• Lack of accessibility and mobility that inhibited the forming and maintenance 

of relationships. 

• Stereotypes associated with disabilities, such as those generalizing all persons 

with disabilities as being dependent, passive and needy. 

• Societal expectations regarding the physical self. 

• Appearing not aesthetically pleasing. 

• Thought to violate characteristics of strength, energy and bodily movements 

including assumptions that they are weak and frail (Taub et al 2008:201). 

• The relationship between physical development and disability is crucial and 

cannot be overlooked. 

 

Although adolescence is termed by many as a period of “storm and stress” 

(Mwamwenda 2004:107), the researcher is of the opinion that among many issues that 

are likely to determine the degree of upheaval for adolescents, such as the occurrence 

of prior preparation, time and setting in which adolescents find themselves, 

availability of both human and material resources, disability and its impact on self-

concept development during adolescence remain an area for which no sound data is 

available.  This requires further research because, where data is available, disability 

still seems to be treated as a separate issue, removed from general human 

development. 

 

The researcher continues to observe that Namibian higher education students tend to 

rate physical image highly.  Students are likely to go to extremes in terms of acquiring 

items that would make them more physically attractive and popular.  Amongst these 

items are modern forms of grooming including expensive clothes and hairstyles.  
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Students with disabilities are often regarded as unattractive based on their disabilities.  

Many students with disabilities prefer to spend limited time on campus to avoid 

feeling isolated. 

 

3.9 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

It appears that higher education environments in Namibia are not necessarily geared 

towards the physical, social and cognitive development needs of adolescents and 

young adults.  It further appears that higher education institutions respond even less to 

the needs of students with disabilities.  As a result, students with disabilities might 

find it hard to operate in such environments with little or no acknowledgement of their 

needs.  Theories applied in educational psychology, such as those of Piaget, 

Mwamwenda, Vygotsky and Erikson, rarely make mention of students with 

disabilities and alternative ways of learning, teaching and socialization. If the status 

quo remains, students with disabilities will continue to be measured by the same tools 

as those without disabilities, notwithstanding the limitations they face arising from 

their disabilities.  It is imperative that institutions acknowledge that students with 

disabilities have differentiated needs and may require differentiated approaches in 

order to feel embraced and welcomed cognitively, socially, emotionally and 

physically. 

 

Notwithstanding the challenges disability introduces to human life, especially in 

settings where it is viewed negatively, the researcher has noticed that there are more 

similarities between students with disabilities and their peers without identified 

special needs in terms of human developmental needs.  The difference is, however, 

visible in the quality and quantity of exposure and interactions students, whether they 

have disabilities or not, have had during their life course. 

 

Drawing from her teaching experience as well as observations in her community, the 

researcher assumes that, due to the stigmatization as well as the “tragedy view” of 

disability (Michalko 2009:68; French & Swain 2000:578), many students with 

physical and sensory disabilities have been deprived of quality experiences during 

their life course before they reached higher education.  The researcher assumes that 
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many of them will have played less outside as children, have travelled less, and have 

been exposed to more negative than positive language in their encounters with 

doctors, teachers, parents, siblings and neighbours.  Consequently, they are likely to 

have a back log that emanated from this perceived marginalization.   

 

The discussions in this dissertation, therefore, do not depart from the premises that 

students without disabilities do not have special needs.  In the contrary, many students 

with hidden disabilities could experience even more intense challenges than those 

with observable disabilities targeted for this study.  The researcher did not intend or 

attempt to draw a comparison between students with disabilities and those who have 

not been identified with disabilities.  The study presents the challenges of a group of 

students with disabilities who participated in it and were prepared to share their 

experiences.  

 

The theories reviewed in this chapter reveal correlation with the main theory selected 

for this study, the ecological theory of Bronfenbrenner, 1979 (see Section 2.3.1). 

 

The next chapter discusses the methodologies used to collect and process data 

assembled from students with disabilities and key respondents in institutions of higher 

education in Namibia. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 

4.1  INTRODUCTION 
 

In this chapter, the researcher presents the steps followed in attaining data for the 

research.  The chapter also provides the justification for the use, and exclusion of 

certain methodologies and the limitations involved in such methodological decisions. 

 

The focus of this dissertation is two-fold.  Firstly, the researcher needed baseline 

information about the prevalence of students with disabilities and responses of higher 

education institutions to disability.  Secondly, the main aim is to explore the 

challenges of students with disabilities, from the students’ own perspectives, and the 

impacts of such challenges on the academic and social well-being of students with 

disabilities as well as to provide an indication to higher education institutions about 

relevant information regarding the needs of students with disabilities for a disability-

friendly institutional infrastructure.   

 

4.2 RESEARCH DESIGN  
 

Research can be approached from two main designs: qualitative design and 

quantitative design.  When these two approaches are mixed, it is referred to as mixed 

methodologies.  The current study benefited from a mixed-methodological design. 

 

4.2.1 The qualitative design 
 

In qualitative research, the voice of the individual is of cardinal importance (Denhart 

2008:483).  The qualitative design was the main approach used in this research 

because, as opposed to the quantitative research, the qualitative researcher uses 

multiple voices and sources to bring across the main messages.  Through this 

polyvocality, the researcher strives to “convey naturalistic, complex, varied, 
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expansive and caphonous” meanings, and even include the silences between the 

multiple voices (Thody 2006:109).  In the current research, the qualitative design 

aimed at exactly doing that; collecting, presenting and analyzing multiple data 

through multiple voices and retaining these voices through the narrative inquiry 

technique.  The researcher approached inclusive education from the point view of 

students with disabilities and therefore needed a methodological approach in which 

students’ voices could be heard.  Therefore, the qualitative design was chosen to 

fulfill this particular need. 

 

Karjalainen (2003:5) expresses a value for qualitative research in that it offers a wide 

choice of methods that allow the viewpoints of the respondents to come to the fore.  

She also introduces the hermeneutic approach as one that offers opportunities for 

deeper understandings of the perceptions of respondents into the issue at hand.  The 

researcher also was of the opinion that there is only one way to make people 

understand the challenges of students with disabilities, and that is if they are given a 

voice to tell the world their story (Denhart 2008:483).  The hermeneutic approach, 

which is referred to by many as the founding principle for qualitative research, was 

embarked upon to create and give meaning to the phenomenon of the challenges of 

students with disabilities as they pursue higher education, without many provisions 

prescribed by the inclusive education principle. 

 

As correctly stated by Neuman (2003:147), “qualitative researchers are bricoleurs; 

they learn to be adept at doing many things, drawing on a variety of sources, and 

making way with whatever is at hand.”  This study was intended to be a typical 

bricolage, using diverse methods and means to arrive at comprehensive insights into 

the lives, aspirations, fears, challenges and success stories of students with disabilities.  

Triangulation is thus consciously applied to this study to tap from the strengths of 

various methods and approaches in order to maximize inputs and information (De 

Vos, Strydom, Fouche` & Delport 2005:365).  Qualitative methods are regarded as 

effective in placing the researcher and readers in the world of those being studied 

(Mertens 2005:229).  The qualitative methodologies served a perfect role in bringing 

the researcher to a deep understanding of the lives of students with disabilities in 

higher education.  The role played by triangulation in securing the reliability and 

validity of research studies cannot be undermined. 
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Qualitative research is subject-centered and aims to describe the behaviours, attitudes 

and perceptions of its respondents in their everyday lives (Glaser-Ziduka 2002:78).  

That is why in qualitative research the researcher is a research instrument.  He or she 

gets into contact with his or her respondents and takes control and responsibility over 

the study theme and resulting data.  A study of how students with disabilities perceive 

their challenges in their institutions is thus best studied within a qualitative design. 

 

4.2.2 The quantitative design 
 

Quantitative research is often used for analyzing written material in such a way that it 

produces reliable evidence regarding a particular sample or research site.  Quantitative 

researchers often employ the survey method involving the use of fixed, predetermined 

questions to obtain information from large samples (Silverman 1997:9). 

 

In this study, the researcher employed the quantitative survey only to provide 

preliminary background information to the research settings.  The main aim of the 

quantitative prevalence survey was to determine the prevalence of students with 

disabilities in institutions of higher education in Namibia, the nature of their 

disabilities and in which institutions they were found.  Known for its ability to reduce 

data to one voice (Thody 2006:109), the quantitative process applied in this 

preliminary phase of the research helped the researcher to identify respondents who 

met the sampling criteria. 

 

4.2.3 The mixed methodological approach 
 

De Vos (2005:357) refers to the combination of selected qualitative and quantitative 

strategies of collecting and analyzing data as “mixed methodologies.”  The use of 

mixed methodologies has led to many academic debates, especially between two 

schools of thought: one that regards quantitative methods as the only scientific way of 

empirical research while watering down qualitative methods to mere anecdote (Patton 

cited by De Vos 2005:358), and those who believe in the complexity of human 

experiences and the inability of quantification to unearth in-depth social experiences.  

At the end of this “paradigm war” Creswell (1994) in De Vos (2005:358) is the 
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consensus that social research issues are complicated, and often justice can only be 

done to them with a mixed methodological approach. 

 

Another reason for the use of mixed methodologies is to solicit baseline data where no 

information or statistics are available (De Vos 2005:375), while using qualitative 

designs to access depths of the phenomenon in question.  This was the main reason 

why the researcher for this study opted for a quantitative survey.  There was no 

recorded, centralized data available on students with disabilities in higher education 

institutions in Namibia.  As a result, a 10-item survey was sent to higher education 

institutions to provide information with regard to the number of students with 

disabilities per institution, types of disabilities, identification methods used, support 

systems available per institution and the challenges institutions faced in supporting 

students with disabilities. 

 

The researcher opted for a mixed methodological approach to explore the 

phenomenon of students with disabilities in higher education.  These included a 

quantitative prevalence survey, and photo-voice, narrative diaries and interviews as its 

qualitative tools to explore already identified as well as emerging issues that served as 

a window into the lives of students with disabilities in institutions of higher education 

in Namibia.  The variety of methodologies and techniques were used in order to 

ensure high possibilities of triangulation. 

 

4.2.4 Triangulation 
 

When more than one methodology is used, the need for triangulation becomes 

inevitable (Mushaandja 2007:91; 175).  Creswell (2008:266) describes triangulation 

as a way of eliminating bias, thus minimizing flaws that may occur as a result of the 

use of multiple methods and increasing accuracy and credibility.  Denzin, cited by De 

Vos (2005:361) distinguishes between four types of triangulation: 

• Data triangulation (in this study, more than one data source was used). 

• Investigator or observer triangulation (The researcher has attempted by all 

means to step down from her pre-existing standpoints regarding the rights of 

persons with disabilities to equal rights, and collect and analyze the data 
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through the comfort of scholarly objectivity, through a variety of sources and a 

variety of methods, increasing possibilities of cross-analyses). 

• Theory triangulation (multiple theories were used).  

• Methodological triangulation (multiple methods were used to collect and 

analyze data). 

 

It can be concluded from the above that triangulation promotes the reliability and 

authenticity of any academic research. 

 

4.3 THE RESEARCH METHODS 
 

Data were collected through the following multiple methods: 

In each institution the following tools were employed to the following identified 

groups 

• Quantitative prevalence survey - (Person responsible for special needs in the 

institution) 

• Photo-voice and diary-narratives - (Main respondents) 

• Individual interviews - (Students with disabilities, and where necessary, with 

disability/ special needs coordinators at institutions) 

• Student profiles or biographies - (Main respondents) 

 

The decision of multiplication of methods was two-fold: to ensure polyvocality and 

triangulation of the data. 

 
4.3.1 Multiple case studies 
 

According to Hitchcock and Hughes, in Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2002:181) a 

case study has several hallmarks: 

• It is concerned with rich and vivid descriptions of events relevant to the case. 

• It provides a chronological narrative of events relevant to the case. 

• It blends a description of events with the analyses of them. 

• It focuses on individual actors or groups of actors, and seeks to understand 

their perceptions of events. 

• It highlights specific events that are relevant to the case. 
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• The researcher is integrally involved in the case. 

• An attempt is made to portray the richness of the case in writing up the report. 

 

Furthermore, they (Cohen et al 2002:182) describe case studies as: 

• Set in temporal, geographical, organizational, institutional, and other contexts 

that enable boundaries. 

• Can be defined with reference to characteristics defined by individuals and 

groups involved; can be defined by participant’s roles and functions in the 

case. 

 

Geertz (1973), in Cohen et al (2002:182) offers a perfect description of case studies: 

“Case studies strive to portray what it is like to be in a particular situation, to catch the 

close-up reality and ‘thick description’ of participant’s lived experiences of thoughts, 

about and feelings for, a situation.”  Patton (1990) cited by Merriam (1998:178) 

summarizes it in this simple description: “Case studies can take the reader to places 

where most of us would not have an opportunity to go.”  Qualitative case studies 

serve as vehicles in the search for meaning and understanding of the issue being 

studied (Merriam & Associates 1998:178).  Case studies, they further maintain, focus 

on single units, that could be unique or typical.  This further poses a challenge to the 

generalizability of the data.  However, they maintain that a lot can be learned from a 

particular case.  This has been proven by the depth of knowledge and information 

gathered from the various cases that formed the small parts of a whole case of this 

study. 

 

In the process of doing research for the current dissertation, the preliminary 

quantitative survey conducted in the initial stages of the research revealed that all six 

institutions indeed had registered students with various types of disabilities and were 

thus part of the population and sample.  Students with disabilities who consented to 

participate in the study served as cases.   

 

In adherence to the above case study requirements, each individual respondent in this 

research constituted a case with a thorough description of specified characteristics 

including: 
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• Their biographical backgrounds 

• Their perceptions of inclusive education in the institution 

• Support structures and provisions 

• Institutional policies and practices regarding disabilities 

• Perceived academic barriers 

• Perceived social-emotional barriers 

• Any other barriers 

 

While observations as well as formal and informal interviews were used to solicit 

information regarding the institution as a case, narratives and photo-voice 

presentations were used to generate information from the students with disabilities as 

entities of the cases. The narrative enquiry was combined with the photo-voice 

method. This combination allowed respondents to take a step back and tell their 

stories of living with disabilities and emerging to the level of higher education.  As 

anticipated, new themes that were not planned for emerged along the way of data 

collection.   

 

The multiple case studies method was used alongside the narrative-enquiry, as tools 

for acquiring and reporting the data (Neuman 2003:33).  Merriam and Associates 

(2002:289) describe narratives as “first person accounts of experiences that are in 

story format.”  

 

At the end of the research process, the researcher had doubts regarding whether it 

would be appropriate to refer to the respondents as cases.  The quality of the 

relationship that developed between the researcher and her respondents, and the 

mutual value of such relationship, were responsible for this doubt.  However, in 

adherence to academically accepted research language, the researcher used the case 

study as presentation format and will thus refer to cases.  The researcher would like to 

make it clear that the use of “cases” is a mere technical research decision and the 

researcher under no circumstances intended to remove the human face from her 

respondents. 
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4.3.2 The narrative methods 
 

A story or narrative is “a basic communicative and meaning-making device pervasive 

in human experience, meaning that they serve as a window into the lives of the human 

beings.” 

Persons with disabilities have stories to tell about their lives, and so often, no 

platforms are created for them to tell their stories (Denhart 2008:483; Silverman 

1997:9).  The researcher consciously selected the narrative analysis with the aim to 

give persons with disabilities a voice through photo-voice, narrative diaries, profiles 

and interviews.  The researcher presented the data case after case, as the respondents’ 

stories of their inclusion in higher education institutions unfolded. 

 

There are three main outcomes of narrative research:  “First, narrative research is 

concerned with individual lives as the primary source of data.  Second, it is concerned 

with using narratives of the self as a location from which the researcher can generate 

social critique and advocacy.  Third, narrative research is concerned with 

deconstructing the “self” as a humanist conception …” (Bloom 2002:310).  While 

narrative research appears to be the most relevant form of collecting primary data 

“from the horse’s mouth”, there are common challenges that researchers using it 

should be aware off.  Bloom (2002:310), tells of a feeling of invading into the 

respondent’s privacy, and “opening wounds” (Bloom 2002:312).  However, she 

further argues that these challenges are both personal and contextual.  In the case of 

this study, the researcher is confident that her knowledge of Namibian cultures, 

languages and history, coupled with her experiences as educator in a secondary school 

and later in an institution of higher education, helped her overcome such possible 

challenges, and other barriers of narrative research. 

 

As a qualitative approach, narratives are said to bridge the gap between the researcher, 

the respondents and the content they create, more than quantitative and statistical 

methods can ever do (Roberts 2002:119).  Josselson (1995) in Roberts (2002:120) 

summarizes narratives as follows: 

 
“Narrative models of knowing are models of process in process.  When we 
record people’s narratives over time, we can observe the evolution of the life 
story rather than see it as a text in a fixed and temporal state.  As a novel leads 
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inevitably to the end, personal narrative describes the road to the present and 
points the way to the future.  But the as-yet unwritten future cannot be 
identical with the emerging plot and so the narrative is revised” (Roberts 
2002:120). 

 
In the current research, narratives were kept through diaries, photo-voice and 

interviews.  Triangulation was used to clean the data and make sure that subsections 

of stories form a complete unit. 

 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000:xviii) describe the narrative as a multi-layered way of 

understanding experiences of respondents from their own perspectives.  “People live 

stories and in telling of these stories, reaffirm them, modify them, and create new 

ones.  Stories lived and told educate the self and others” (Clandinin & Connelly 

2000:xxxvi). 

 

Kuusipalo (2008:54) describes the multi-functional purpose of narratives.  In narrative 

research, the narratives serve as mediators between the reality and meanings of those 

realities.  Narratives facilitate the process of thoughts, emotions and words and thus 

help to construct reality.  Narratives allow for reflection and organization of thoughts.  

Narratives help shape human identity as people are empowered through the stories of 

their lives they tell.  Narratives also can be regarded as the basis of being.  Heikkinen 

(2000) in Kuusipalo (2008:54) considers the importance of narratives in the process of 

forming knowledge and identities.  Karjalainen (2003:14) for example, cites Riessman 

(2003) as saying: “individuals construct past events and actions in personal narratives 

to claim identities and construct lives”.  Judging from the comments of the 

respondents at the end of the research, the researcher believes that the research has 

served that purpose of constructing and reconstructing the respondents’ lives as 

students with disabilities. 

 

Denhart (2008:483) emphasizes the importance of voice in qualitative research.  In 

disability research, this voice speaks of being silenced, being misunderstood and 

being misinterpreted (Gerber & Reiff 1991, cited by Denhart 2008:483).  Narrative 

studies have the potential to make this silenced voice heard by allowing those who are 

affected by a particular phenomenon to represent themselves. 

 



177 
 

Using the narrative approach, the researcher has attempted to reflect on the 

educational puzzles and challenges in the lives of students with disabilities.  This 

method allowed the researcher to journey with her respondents between their 

personal, social and academic lives, while simultaneously thinking about their past 

and present experiences and future intentions.  The intention was on trying to 

understand their own images of their institution, on the basis of their believed 

experiences.  The research on challenges of students with disabilities can be viewed as 

an expression of embodied individuals and social stories; that is, storied accounts of 

their lives in pursuance of higher education (Clandinin & Connelly 2000:4). 

 

According to Conle and deBeyer (2009:44) “stories, experiential or otherwise are 

vehicles for cultural transmission.  They contain certain ethos symbolizing “those 

habits, customs, and modes of response that shape and define praxix” (2009:44).   

 

Although common criticism of narratives concerns itself with issues of subjectivity 

(Conle & deBeyer 2009:43), the combination of narrative and experience has become 

an important vehicle in educational research in the form of narrative enquiry.  The 

researcher is convinced that Namibians, like many other African people, are at their 

best when orally narrating rather than when writing their experiences.  Narrative 

enquiry is a method that studies respondents’ experiences and maintains narrative 

modes of expression as far as possible, throughout the research process.  Narrative 

accounts are written from personal perspectives while ethical considerations are 

observed at all times. Respondents of the current study have expressed delight with 

the methodology as both the narrative diary and photo-voice approaches enabled them 

to tell their own stories.  One respondent exclaimed: “It was my first time to 

participate in such interesting research where I did not only have to answer already 

designed questions, but I could keep a diary, take pictures and just say what I want 

about me and my college.” 

 

Thody (2006:145) concurs with other scholars that narrative research provides for a 

re-creation of reality, using modes that were traditionally associated with fiction 

(Clandinin & Connelly 2000:4; Kuusipalo 2008:54).  It allows the researcher to tell 

the story of respondents as a story, but shaped by facts and subscribing to the 



178 
 

scientific expectations of research.  Thody (2006:146), however, warns against the 

following challenges of this methodology: 

• Despite its attractive nature, narrative research is often distrusted and criticized 

for partiality (Evans 2000 in Thody 2006:145). 

• It can produce volumes of data files that can be time-consuming to summarize 

and yet retain the tone, feelings and perceptions of the respondents. 

• It opens up room for subjectivity.  It has to be kept in mind that partiality is an 

objective of narrative research as it represents the stories of the opinion-maker 

and not as such the opinions.  It commands from the researcher to be mature 

and avoid researcher-bias as much as possible. 

 

Thody (2006:149) identifies three formats of presenting and writing narrative data: 

narrative as poetry, narrative as drama and narrative as diaries and terms the latter as 

the “simplest form of narrative writing since it suggests its own order and has a 

reader-friendly chronology.” 

 

In narrative research, the researcher aims to truthfully present the experiences of the 

narrator, through their lenses.  Hence, narrative research is rather subjective.  The 

stories told are truths of the experiences of the respondents, and any story told is 

truthfully presented by the researcher as it was told to him or her (Creswell 2008:522). 

 

4.3.3 The interview method 
 

According to Schostak (2006:10), the interview can be described as a tool through 

which the interviewee and the interviewer direct their attention towards each other 

with the aim of gaining insight into the “experiences, concerns, interests, beliefs, 

values, knowledge, and ways of seeing, thinking and acting of the interviewee.” 

 

Cohen et al (2002:269) define the interview as a two-way conversation initiated and 

facilitated by the interviewer for the purpose of obtaining information relevant to his 

or her research.  It entails direct verbal interactions between individuals.  They further 

argue that while the interview offers opportunities for depth, it also opens itself up to 
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researcher bias.  The interview thus requires that researchers demonstrate academic 

maturity and not manipulate the data in the way they would like. 

 

According to Cohen, Manion and Marrison (2007:349), the interview as a tool has 

flexibility in the sense that multi-sensory channels can be employed at the same time 

in the process of collecting data.  These channels are verbal, non-verbal, spoken and 

non-spoken.  The interviewer has an opportunity to direct the interview while 

allowing the interviewee space to express him or herself on issues that affect him or 

her at a deep level.  At the same time, researchers should be aware that interviews are 

time-consuming in nature, open themselves up to interviewer bias and may be found 

inconvenient by some respondents.  Because of the many researchers who use 

interviews, interviewees may experience interview-bias and may not be willing to 

give their full cooperation. 

 

Since the interview gives the interviewee an opportunity to be physically present and 

express him or herself verbally (Best & Khan 1998:320), it is very favorable to use 

when dealing with persons with disabilities whom, in many societies, are a 

marginalized group.  The interview empowers them.  They can speak on their own 

behalf and can share their experiences widely without being restricted by available 

space on the questionnaire.  The interview gives a voice to respondents and does not 

turn them into passive listeners, but rather active participants. Naturally, African 

people are more willing to talk than to write.  In an interview, if proper research ethics 

have been observed, the interviewer has potential to access certain types of 

confidential information that otherwise would not have been released in writing (Best 

& Khan 1998:320).  Additionally, the interview permits more depth than most of the 

other methods (Borg & Gall 1995; Best & Khan 1998:320).  Interviewees, after a 

great deal of rapport with the interviewer, are likely to share information they would 

otherwise withhold. 

 

Denzin and Lincoln (2000:648) describe the interview as a method that has become 

part everyday life that is mostly taken for granted, yet it is very important that the 

interviewer play a neutral role and refrain from interjecting their opinion of the 

respondents’ answers.  The interviewer should consciously assume the position and 

style of a perfect listener.  This position will enable him or she to detect errors, such 
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as answers based on social desirability and omission of relevant information.  It is the 

responsibility of the interviewer to eradicate or clarify information through follow-up 

questions after the structured questions have been covered.  Interviewers should also 

be aware of the impact of the social interaction context of the interview, and be aware 

of how the social context can influence responses (Denzin & Lincoln 2000:650).  In 

addition to interviewer and social context differences, interviewers should also take 

cognizance of interviewee differences and approach each one of them as an 

individual.   

 

Kvale (2007:81) also emphasizes the importance of the interviewer in the interview 

inquiry.  He regards the interviewer as the main research instrument in an interview 

set-up.  An interviewer without the necessary conversational and language skills and 

an ear for the language style of his or her interviewees faces the risk of compromising 

the quality of the outcomes of the interview.  Similarly, an interviewer lacking the 

sense for good stories and skills to navigate respondents to unfold their narratives 

faces the risk of under-representing the respondents.   

 

In this study, the interview was the last instrument after respondents wrote a 

biographical profile, kept a diary and took photos of their challenging situations.  The 

interview contained a set of basic questions which were semi-structured (see appendix 

6).  After the predetermined questions were asked, which were the same for all 

respondents, questions seeking clarity on issues raised through the diary and photo-

voice techniques were asked.   

 

The interview allowed the researcher an opportunity to understand issues raised by 

respondents through the preceding techniques.  The researcher was able to get deeper 

insights into the actual life experiences of respondents by asking for clarifications, 

descriptions and explanations.  In this particular study, the interview was the best 

technique to tie loose ends, resulting from the on diary and photo-voice methods that 

required active participation from the respondents.  The researcher is convinced that 

allowing the respondents time to sit back, reflect and re-collect was a good way of 

completing the research process on the side of the respondents.  Ending the interview 

ethically is one of the standards by which qualitative researchers are judged.  

Clandinin (2007:544) stresses the importance of coming back to “less emotionally 
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saturated ground and trying to end on a positive note.”  The value of this standpoint is 

based on the assumption that in interviews, respondents expose their private lives to 

the interviewer.  In this process, there could develop a psychotherapeutic relationship 

between respondents and the researcher.  At the end of the interview, respondents may 

experience various feelings, such as those of loss of a confidante, or handing over of 

part of their lives to a stranger whom they may never see again.  In the case of the 

research reported on in the current dissertation, the question of personal philosophy 

was originally coupled to that regarding gender and disability.  Considering an ethical 

end to the interview, the researcher decided to pose it as the last question for the 

purpose of drawing on the strengths of the respondents and leaving them on a positive 

note. 

 

Clandinin (2007:545) refers to another ethical dilemma; that of respondents wishing 

to continue with the relationship, due to the gratifying attention the researcher must 

have offered to the respondents.  In this research, the researcher continued to receive 

messages from respondents asking how she was doing.  The researcher also 

maintained the relationship by sending the respondents messages wishing them well 

for the end-of-year examinations, as well as for Christmas and New Year.  That way, 

the researcher feels, it removes the exploitative perception of researchers that is 

commonly referred to in Namibian circles; that researchers use respondents for their 

personal attainments and forget about them as soon as they have got what they want 

from them. 

 

4.3.4 The photo-voice method 
 

Schratz (1993:72) defines the relevance of using photos in research as a way of 

countering the limitations of descriptive language.  Photographs, he maintains, allow 

people to think about social life in ways that cannot be represented verbally.  In this 

research, photo-voice lived up to the expectation of giving voice to students with 

disabilities to express their challenges.  The researcher believes that photos have a 

great potential to say what cannot be said in words.  This thinking is in line with 

Riessman (2008:141), who emphasizes that words are but one form, and not the only 

form of communication, and that gestures, sounds and visual images precede words in 
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the cause of human development and continue to do so throughout life.  Riessman 

(2008:141) further reiterates that visual representations of experience can enable 

others to see and feel what the respondents see and feel.  Photo-voice, according to 

Riesmann (2008:142), “encourages readers to understand the world as defined by the 

subject.”  Respondents in this research were themselves surprised by the strong 

messages portrayed by the photos they took. 

 

Although the use of photos is a common method to depict historical events and 

capture memories, the use of photo-voice as a social research methodology is rather 

new to the Namibian research agenda.  The use of photos has so far been largely 

restricted to the abovementioned functions, where images were not necessarily 

integrated into interpretation of research phenomena.  There has been a “visual turn” 

in the sense that researchers are now able to move beyond illustration as merely 

images, to visual images as texts that ought to be read with meaning (Riessman 

2008:142).  This means that photo-voice as a research tool goes beyond documentary 

photography by giving cameras to respondents to visually document their own 

situations.   

 

Whereas at times many persons with disabilities have been photographed by others 

who decided on the meaning of such photographs, in this research, cameras were 

given to respondents to enable them to become active participants in depicting their 

own realities and giving meaning to the images they created.  Denzin and Lincoln 

(2000:721) share the opinion that photographs can be used to document various levels 

of social life.  If studied carefully, and with the help of a cultural insider, photographs 

can offer evidence of normative behavior (Denzin & Lincoln 2000:721).  Although 

the images created in research using photographs can be considered empirical data, 

images do not necessarily represent “objective truth” (Denzin & Lincoln 2000:721).  

For this study, the “truth” according to the respondent was more important than 

“objective truth.” 

 

According to Larkin, Lombardo, Walker, Bahreini, Tharao, Mitchell and Dubazane 

(2007:7), photo-voice is a visual methodology whereby cameras are placed in the 

hands of community members to capture a specific issue of common interest, and to 

visually record issues.  By so doing, they create a dialogue with regard to the issue 
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under discussion.  The issue under discussion in this case was challenges of students 

with disabilities in institutions of higher education in Namibia.  Based on this topic, 

students with disabilities, who consented to participation in the research project, were 

offered a one-day training workshop on the photo-voice methodology, especially its 

rationale and how it could be used as a research methodology. At the end of the one-

day workshop, respondents were provided with flash cameras to capture situations in 

their institutions, which they thought posed challenges to them as they were 

navigating their learning as well as socialization.  Respondents did not have to have 

studied photography to produce professional pictures meeting professional 

photography standards.  They only needed the basic skills of operating the disposable 

cameras with which they were provided.  The quality of the photos shows that the aim 

of putting cameras in the hands of those who would normally not have access to such 

a tool, and to decide what to be photographed and not, was achieved in this research. 

 

Photographs provide opportunities for researchers and their respondents to create 

stories containing the past, present and future, which do not necessarily occur in 

linear, organic format.  “Just as living life is unbounded, visual narrative enquiry is 

also open to possibilities and imaginings” (Clandinin 2007:285).  Not surprisingly, 

Clandinin (2007:281) provides a comprehensive summary of visual narrative inquiry 

in which this method is described as an “international, reflective, active human 

process in which researchers and participants explore and make meaning of 

experience both visually and narratively” (Clandinin 2007:281).  Narrative inquiry is 

thus the story of experience, and experience differs from person to person.  This 

difference in experiences calls on narrative researchers to bracket their own 

presuppositions and maintain openness to the experiences of the respondents, as 

experienced by the respondents. 

 

The visual narrative researcher thus provides cameras to respondents to capture their 

stories.  Through this practice, respondents who are active in their subcultures reveal 

what is important to them through photographs (Clandinin 2007:282) and together 

with the researcher, they put the puzzles together to form the full story.  That is why it 

is important that once the photographs have been taken and the films developed, the 

researcher prints the pictures and in silence studies each photograph, wondering what 

the story behind each photograph will be (Clandinin 2007:286).  Then, each of the 
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respondents is invited to speak about the photographs of his or her choice, and allow 

them to tell their stories.  While the respondents tell their stories, visual enquirers 

have the responsibility of composing field texts within the three-dimensional narrative 

enquiry space, placing the person, the image and the story carefully together to form a 

holistic picture.  This is the route that was followed in this research to arrive at the 

stories that are presented in the next two chapters of this dissertation. 

 

Riessman (2008:173) maintains that giving cameras to respondents to represent their 

own truths was a way of empowering these women and men; enabling them to 

describe their own life experiences, tell their own stories and be responsible for 

deciding what part of their story is to be presented to the readers.  Respondents for 

this study indeed expressed that they felt empowered and honoured to be able to be 

present and tell their own stories. 

 

Respondents were given a one month timeframe in which to take photos as well as 

keep narrative diaries regarding their perceived challenges in institutions of higher 

education. After the one-month period, the respondents returned the cameras and the 

photos were developed and coded or labeled. Respondents then met with the 

researcher and discussed how they found the exercise, what it meant to them and what 

each picture meant. In photo-voice, it is the meaning of the person who took the 

picture that matters (http://ivmproject.co/photovoice).  On the day of the discussion 

with the researcher, the photos were displayed on the wall, and participants walked 

around, looking and discussing the photos.  Students with visual impairment sat in 

groups with those without visual impairment and benefited from descriptions of the 

photos.  They also added their voices to the discussion. 

 

During the pilot study that was conducted from 7–13 February 2008, it was found that 

students enjoyed taking the photos and talking about their challenges.  The pilot study 

involved three students: one was a male student who is blind, another was a male 

student with physical disabilities (using crutches for mobility) and the third was a 

female student with albinism and partial visual impairment.  An important finding was 

that when the student with visual impairment was asked what he thought about the 

photo-voice methodology and how he felt about using it, the student was very happy 

to ask a friend to take pictures on his behalf and on his specific instructions.  This 

http://ivmproject.co/photovoice�
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defeated the researcher’s original assumption that the use of ocular-centric methods 

by students with visual disabilities may be viewed as offensive and inappropriate.  

The same respondent also had a similar approach toward diary-keeping.  He gladly 

asked a friend to write down what he has experienced, and in the evenings, he sat 

down and used Braille to enter his diary opinions.  The pilot study informed the main 

study as research instruments were refined in conformity to the pilot study outcomes. 

 

4.3.5 The diary – based method 
 

The researcher deemed it necessary to utilize solicited text diaries to access the actual 

experiences of students with disabilities in institutions of higher education in 

Namibia.  

 

According to Glaser-Zikuda (2002:77), diaries are used more and more as research 

instruments to document describe and analyze pedagogical, psychological or other 

processes.  They have potential to contribute to qualitative research, provided that 

researchers assume the special role required of them to eliminate bias.   

 

Respondents were given a book to use as a diary with the following instructions (refer 

to appendix 9): 

• At the front of the book is a form requiring information about you (name, 

course and year of study, name of institution, and your contact numbers).  My 

contact numbers are also attached to that form so that you can contact me any 

time you would like to ask or discuss anything regarding the research.  Please 

fill in the form. 

• You are holding your research diary.  Please record the challenges you 

experience in the institution, or in relation to the institution from day today.  

Always remember to write the date before you describe a particular 

challenging experience. 

• If on a particular day you have not experienced any challenge, you do not have 

to write anything. 

• You may also write anything you would like to share with me. 
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• The diary is the document through which you will communicate your 

challenges with me, and it should be treated confidentially.  Do not leave it 

lying around. 

• Also take pictures of anything; situation or setting that poses a challenge to 

you.  After taking a picture, please write the date and a brief description of 

what you have photographed. 

 

The printed copy of the instructions was handed to the respondents, and for the 

students with profound visual impairment, a Braille copy was given in addition to the 

printed copy.  The instructions are attached in the appendices of this dissertation.  (see 

appendix 8). 

 

This method was largely found “strange” or rather surprising by the researcher’s peers 

and other stakeholders, confirming the notion held by Thomas (2006:74) that 

“although often overlooked as a research method, solicited diaries have proved 

important in research on health and behaviour.”  It is believed that diaries have a great 

potential of gaining in-depth insights into the emotions of people being studied 

(Thomas 2004:76).  Literature reveals that some other authors including (Crang 2003) 

cited by Thomas (2006:76) were of the opinion that qualitative methods that are “soft 

and touchy-feely”, such as diaries, have limitations as their focus tends to remain on 

feelings in the process of recording daily activities.  Despite such opinions, the 

researcher in the current study has no doubt that if used in conjunction with other 

methods, a deepened understanding of the context in which expressed emotions were 

felt, and how these impacted on the bigger picture of the issue under investigation (in 

this case, the life of the student with a disability) is accomplished. 

 

It is important to understand that the use of diaries should not be distanced from the 

cultural context in which they (diaries) were undertaken.  Notably, the culture of 

keeping diaries in itself was interpreted from three perspectives:  

(1) In Black Namibian cultures traditionally, experiences were not recorded in 

written form (such as in diary-form). 

(2) Practically, diaries are mostly used in academic or other professional contexts.   
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(3) Lastly, the ocular-centric form of diaries could be viewed as a limitation, or 

even a marginalization of those students with visual impairment. 

 

Sub-limitations to the above mentioned points were included the fact that the culture 

of critically assessing or “criticizing” another person or group was limited to private 

talks; diaries containing personal accounts of events and experiences were extremely 

private and sharing them with a second person (the researcher) would be a reason to 

withhold some of the information.  Despite the above concerns, respondents were 

eager to engage in the process and learn how to use diaries in this “new” format. 

 

Respondents with visual impairment, when asked to select a form of diary-keeping, 

opted for either audio, or brailed diaries.  The audio-diaries posed a psychological 

“fear” of being “heard” while sharing private information with a trusted individual 

(the researcher).  Similarly, brailed diaries had to be translated into print to enable the 

researcher to access the content thereof, therefore introducing a third person with 

whom the student does not have an agreement on confidentiality.  Most of the time, 

translations were done by a “trusted person” who was the disability facilitator in the 

institution in one case, or a friend and confidante in another case.  It is assumed that 

these individuals would normally handle personal data of the students and a 

relationship of trust and confidentiality was already in existence.  However, this does 

not mean that the students would want to share everything with them, and especially 

in cases where their services are being assessed or reported on.  The researcher took 

cognizance of the implications of this limitation on the quality of the data so acquired. 

 

4.3.6 The student profiles or biographies method 
 

Denzin (1989) cited by Roberts (2002:1) summarizes biographical research as: 

 
A family of terms combines to shape the biographical method … method, life, 
self, experience, epiphany, case, autobiography, ethnography, biography, 
auto-ethnography, ethnography story, discourse, narrative, narrator, fiction, 
history, oral history, case history, case study, writing presence, difference, life 
history, self story, and personal experience story”. 
 

  



188 
 

The above description points to the width of biographical research as one of the sub-

sections of the wider qualitative design (Roberts 2002:9).  One major characteristic of 

biographical research is to understand the stories of respondents from their own 

perspectives.  This was the singular aim of the researcher in her choice of this 

particular method: to understand the lives of the respondents prior to entering 

institutions of higher education, and use the understanding so acquired to 

contextualize the stories in the process of presenting, analyzing and therefore retelling 

them. 

 
Profiles and biographies are biographical techniques used to solicit biographical data 

from the respondents.  In this current research, respondents were handed a book to use 

as a diary for the purpose of this research.  They were requested to write a profile of 

themselves in the first few pages of the diary.  The instruction to them was, to 

introduce themselves in any way they wish to the researcher:  who they are, where 

they were born, their family; the experiences in life in general, and specifically in 

relation to their disabilities, their visions, as well as anything they would like to say 

about themselves.  Although the researcher did not require respondents to restrict 

themselves to one particular component of the biography, they seem to have been 

guided by the research topic.  Beside the regular detail of name, year and place of 

birth, most the profiles entailed a detailed description of their childhood and how they 

were perceived by their communities as well as how they perceived themselves in 

relation to their disabilities. 

 

Some respondents also alluded to myths regarding disability in their communities and 

how these influenced the way in which they were perceived by others. 

 

The researcher found this method to be an effective way of allowing the respondent to 

say whatever they want about themselves and their experiences at their higher 

education institutions.  A biography has very little guidelines; therefore, respondents 

are at liberty to reveal their strengths and weaknesses, successes and failures, 

frustrations and tribulations.  Since such a profile is compiled by the respondent at his 

or her own time, it allows room for reflection and recalling from memory.   

 



189 
 

4.3.7 Observation 
 

According to Silverman (1997:11) observation is a qualitative strategy used to gain 

first-hand information about social processes as they naturally occur in a particular 

setting.  In this particular research, observation was not used as an independent 

method.  It was rather used to observe behaviours and actions concerning the research 

topic whenever the researcher was in the research sites.  This method was mostly used 

to gain an understanding of the infrastructures, cultures and structures of institutions 

of higher education. 

 
4.3.8 Research ethics 
 

The researcher is in agreement with Neuman (2003:396) who argues that, the 

involvement of a researcher into the lives of his or her respondents has the likelihood 

of creating numerous ethical dilemmas which demand from him or her to make moral 

decisions on the spot.  These decisions entail making decisions placing the 

respondents highly on the priority list. 

 

Conducting research with human participants’ places great responsibility on the 

researcher, and any inappropriate handling of respondents or the data can impair the 

validity of one’s whole research.  The basic principles of research ethics are humility, 

right to privacy, respect, confidentiality and judgments in favour of the respondents 

(Bloom 2002:313; Cohen et al 2002:49-71). 

 

Acknowledging that qualitative research gives dominant power to the researcher, an 

ethical researcher should make sure that he or she does not misuse this power to drive 

data in a direction they would like it to go; a direction that would affirm their 

assumptions.  Ethical researchers should be empathetic to their subjects and take their 

situations into account (Thody 2006:143).  This is very important in Namibian 

settings, and more so where the researcher is in a more senior position or of higher 

“status” than the respondents.  Given the social cultures, there is a power distance in 

two aspects: academic status and age (Suwanabroma & Gamage 2008:55).  In the case 

of this study, it was expected that the researcher, who is a lecturer and much older 

than the respondents, would command unquestionable respect from the respondents 
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by virtue of that status and not necessarily by what she does or does not say or do.  

Normally, students would not show that they disagree with their lecturers, they would 

not address them by name and they would most probably adhere to their requests, 

even if they have to go through pressure to satisfy their seniors. 

 

Hence, the multiple efforts of the researcher to interact with the respondents to put 

them at ease and to encourage them to view her as their equal and as a co-student 

doing research just like them.  The researcher spent time with the respondents having 

casual discussions, observing and participating in their sport or cultural activities and 

being visible in the institutions.  During this time, the researcher dressed like a student 

and related to them as they socialized and took part in extra-mural activities.  The 

one-day training on the use of photo-voice and diary techniques also allowed 

opportunities for the researcher and respondents to get used to one another. 

 

Before the potential respondents committed to participate in the research, they were 

given a letter that spelled out all the steps of the research, indicating the duration of 

the process and the anticipated time respondents would spend on the process.  

Voluntary participation and voluntary withdrawal were emphasized.  During this time, 

some of the potential respondents indicated that due to the time required, they would 

not be able participate.   

 

The researcher gave the respondents the options to select their own interview times 

and venues, and the researcher was available anytime of the day, until 21h00, during 

her field visits.   

 

The use of photo-voice and narrative diaries also has its own set of research ethics that 

ought to be observed if human dignity and sensitivity toward the life experiences of 

respondents are to be maintained.  Both these methodologies have a tendency to look 

into the private lives of respondents.  If not handled with care, respondents might find 

some of the research procedures intrusive, which may lead them to withholding some 

information or even dropping out of the sample.  In this research, respondents 

indicated keenness to participate using these methodologies.  Perhaps the research 

topic did not require them to divulge information that would be too sensitive.  Also, 

the researcher gave them the assurance that information would be treated with 
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confidentiality.  When the researcher asked for permission to use their own 

photographs and those of friends they have taken in the research report, respondents 

were most willing to grant such permission not only for the use in the research report, 

but also for other academic and sensitization purposes. 

 

In photo-voice, issues such as the meaning of the photographs to the individuals who 

took them, and the challenge of striking a balance between those meanings and the 

interpretations of the researcher must to be considered (http://www.ivm.ca:2).  

Differences between interpretations need to be sorted out, without the researcher 

imposing his or her views.  In fact, whether or not the researcher agrees with a 

particular interpretation, it is the view of the respondent that receives consideration.   

 

The researcher in this study did not add her own interpretation to the photos.  She only 

asked respondents to write or tell her (the researcher) what the meanings of particular 

photos were, and it was the meaning that the researcher adopted.  What the researcher 

found challenging was determining the ownership of meanings of photos by students 

who are blind.  It was important for the researcher to make sure that the ownership of 

the idea was that of the respondent and not of the assistant who helped to take the 

pictures.  However, the assistants attended the training together with the respondents 

and the researcher assumed that this minimized their bias.  Just like the respondents, 

assistants were also allowed to take pictures of their own after the research exercise 

had been completed.  This allowed the assistants to be treated at an equal footing as 

the respondents, to assure that they did not feel used without having any benefit in the 

process.  The researcher confirmed with the blind respondents whether what was 

written about the photos were indeed their own meanings.  The same principle was 

applied to the interpretation of diary-entries for students who are blind, where the 

researcher read the entries to the respondents to confirm if it was their own 

information and meanings, and if there were any omissions or additions they could 

not relate to.  The research thus attempted to add ethically with all respondents, 

including those who are blind. 

 

Mason (2002:118) emphasizes another set of ethical considerations that comes along 

with the use of visual methodologies such as those used in this research:   

http://www.ivm.ca/�
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Informed consent and specific permission to use visual methodologies, in this case, 

photographs.  This is because visual data can take very private forms, but at the same 

time, obtaining consent from all involved may prove difficult because they may 

include or implicate other people outside the sample.  It thus leaves an ethical duty on 

the researcher to make sure that the dignity of all those who are involved, directly or 

indirectly, are protected (Cohen et al 2002:66).  The researcher explained this 

principle to the respondents, and they assured her that all those who had been captured 

in their photographs agreed to participate and did not mind their photos being used for 

this research.  The majority of respondents had photos of themselves taken, 

minimizing the involvement of others outside the sample.  Some respondents took 

photos of friends who agreed to be photographed, and agreed to the use of the 

photographs in this research and further academic processes that may arise from it.  

When the photographs were handed to the respondents, they were happy with the 

outcomes, and some requested the researcher to reproduce extra copies for them and 

their friends, which the researcher gladly did. 

 
After data has been collected, organized and written up, the researcher returned to the 

field to brief the respondents about the findings and to verify the data.  This process 

was very important for both the respondents as well as the researcher to get feedback.  

The de-briefing sessions were valued by all respondents involved.  Most respondents 

who participated in the debriefing sessions confirmed the findings, and also found the 

sessions informative.  Some expressed the need for the researcher to present the 

findings to a wider audience, while others requested the researcher to avail the 

debriefing presentation to them so that they could use it for sensitization and 

educational purposes in their institutions.  The rectors of four of the colleges of 

education, as well as eight of the main respondents participated in the debriefing 

sessions. 

 

4.4 POPULATION AND SAMPLING 
 

The population of this research study comprised students with disabilities in all six 

higher education institutions in Namibia.  One, or in some cases two key respondents 

representing institutional management and students with disabilities who consented 

for participation in the study formed the final sample of the research.  The sample 
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consisted of fifteen students in total.  Purposive sampling was used.  Sampling will be 

discussed in detail in chapter five. 

 

4.4.1 Identification of respondents and ethical considerations 
 

As discussed in 4.3 above, in this section, the researcher discusses possible threats to 

ethical authenticity of the research process. 

 

4.4.2 Possible threats to ethical authenticity and how they were 

managed 
 

 

4.4.2.1 Deception 

According to Neuman (2003:397), it can be viewed as unethical to mislead 

respondents by either being covert, assuming a false name or identity, or using one or 

another way to deceive potential respondents. In this research, the researcher 

identified herself using her real name, and explaining the objectives of the study as 

clearly as possible, to the best of her knowledge.   

 

 

4.4.2.2 Data collector characteristics 

In the process of sampling and consequent data collection, the researcher was aware 

of specific data collector characteristics and data collector biases (Shimwooshili-

Shaimemanya 2006:116) that could pose a threat to the data.  Among these 

characteristics was the researcher’s position as lecturer in an institution of higher 

education, which could make respondents feel obliged to participate in the study. 

However, optional participation was stressed, both orally and in writing. 

 

Some respondents, especially those at the institution where the researcher was 

employed, were aware of the researcher’s advocacy role for students with disabilities, 

and it was anticipated that such students may agree to participate in the study with an 

expectation of improved services; or provide data that could exaggerate the situation 

in the hope of such improved services.  Hence, the objectives of the study were 
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explained, with a particular emphasis on the independent and national nature of the 

study.  Respondents were not promised any improved services or support, or any other 

form of remuneration resulting from their participation in the study. 

 

The researcher also made it categorically clear to the respondents that she was 

conducting this research in her capacity as a student just like them, and they should 

view her in that role.  One way in which the researcher has done this, was by the way 

the researcher dressed, like a student in informal ways and not in professional ways.  

The researcher had stepped out of her usual role as lecturer in inclusive education, to 

one of a student and can only hope that respondents were able to see her in that 

respect.   

 

 

4.4.2.3 Data collector bias 

Data collector bias refers to the approaches and perceptions towards the topic.  In the 

case of this study, the researcher was aware of her strong standpoints against the use 

of negative terminology used to describe disability.  This self-awareness, coupled with 

observations of co-academicians on the same issue, helped the researcher to position 

herself as “outsider” and objective listener, while shelving her own position during the 

process of data collection.  For example, where respondents referred to themselves as 

“wheelchair-bound” or “visually impaired” or “disabled”, the researcher did not 

“correct” or impose her standpoint.   

 

It was made clear from the onset, to the institutions and all individuals who 

participated in this study, that this research was an individual study and was not 

commissioned by the University of Namibia, the government or any other 

organization the researcher was normally associated with as researcher or community 

member. 

 

 

4.4.2.4 Mortality threats 

Shimwooshili-Shaimemanya (2006:114) describes mortality threat as the loss of 

subjects during the implementation of a study.  This happens when respondents 

withdraw from the study for one or other reason, before completion of all expectations 
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of the study.  This result into a loss of data that could have been of value to the target 

population of the study and can indirectly introduce bias in the results, should such 

lost respondents have remained.  The researcher is glad to report that no mortality 

threat was experienced in the course of this study.  Retention was partly assured by bi-

weekly SMS’es (short messages send via mobile telephone network) sent by the 

researcher to the respondents.  In addition to the researcher’s initiative to send an 

SMS to the respondents twice a week, an invitation was extended to the respondents 

to send an SMS or call the researcher anytime they needed to ask or discuss 

something.  By so doing, regular contact as well as assurance and re-assurance were 

maintained between the two parties throughout the study.   

 

Even where the researcher anticipated, or did not anticipate and discovered along the 

way that some of the techniques used could be found challenging by some of the 

respondents, the latter found ways to compensate for the difficulty and remain in the 

study, rather than drop out.  A good example is: the researcher anticipated that the 

ocular-centric nature of the photo-voice methodology could be found challenging or 

even offensive by students with severe visual impairment.  The outcome was that, 

students with visual impairment indeed enjoyed asking friends to take pictures on 

their behalf.  Similarly, the researcher did not anticipate that particular students with 

physical disabilities might have difficulties writing and therefore with keeping a diary.  

In this case, the outcome was that, students experiencing difficulties writing indeed 

continued keeping the diary despite their challenge.  The researcher could tell the 

difficulties writing from the handwritings of the particular respondents, and such 

difficulties were confirmed through the follow-up interviews.  Two respondents made 

use of a trusted colleague to keep their dairies on their behalf.  Respondents expressed 

joy with the methods used for the study, and also for living up to the slogan of the 

disability movement in Namibia reading: “nothing about us, without us!” 

 

 

4.4.2.5 Confidentiality 

In the process of conducting research, the researcher gains information that he or she 

would otherwise not have had access to.  Such information may be deemed 

confidential by the respondents and would have been shared in the safety of the 

relationship of trust and rapport that develops between the respondents and the 
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researcher.  It is therefore of paramount importance for the researcher to treat 

information so obtained; with the necessary confidentiality it deserves (Neuman 

2003:397).   

 

The aspect of confidentiality was particularly challenging in this research, as one of 

the methods used was photo-voice, and in some cases, respondents chose to have 

pictures of them taken, without having the aspect of confidentiality in mind.  

Although all of the respondents have consented to partake in the study, they may not 

have had the full picture of the process and its possible implications on confidentiality 

in mind, at the time of giving consent.  Nevertheless, none of the respondents 

expressed fear or regret for participation, and none of them have asked to withdraw 

particular information, be it in text or image format. 

 

This study has tapped from various techniques, all of them having a rather personal 

element that has the likelihood of invading into the privacy of respondents.  Narrative 

diaries accompanied by photo-voice are all very personal forms of sharing one’s 

experiences.  It is from this background that the researcher took all possible measures 

to secure confidentiality.  One such measure was to refer to respondents as cases.  

 

At the same time, the number of students with sensory and physical disabilities in 

each higher educational institution is rather low.  This makes it difficult for any reader 

with inside knowledge of the institution concerned, to not to guess, or suspect the 

source of information.  In an effort to counter the above threats, it was made clear that 

the information was that of students with disabilities as perceived by them, at the time 

of data collection, and that it had no intention to reflect either positively or negatively 

on institutions and individuals.  It has to be emphasized here that, students preferred 

the use of their own names and several of them said that they did not mind that they 

were identifiable.  As said earlier, respondents were happy to be photographed and to 

have their photographs used to carry their messages across in this study.  When the 

researcher asked permission to use one of the respondent’s photographs on the cover 

page of the research, she did not hesitate to give such consent.  Within these limited 

options of anonymity, extra efforts were made to protect the identities of respondents 

as far as possible. 
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Cohen et al (2007:52) describe informed consent as the option of freedom of 

participation in a research project.  Such consent protects and respects the right of 

respondents in any unfortunate event in the course of the research.  Cohen et al 

(2007:52) identify the following aspects of informed consent that ought to be taken 

into account: 

• Competence, which implies that potential respondents will be able to make 

mature decisions regarding their participation if they are given sufficient 

information. 

• Voluntarism, which implies that potential respondents are given an 

opportunity to freely choose to participate or not participate in the research 

without them feeling guilty or obliged to do so.  Possible risks should be 

revealed to them by the researchers. 

• Full information, which implies that participants should be informed about all 

possible processes of the research.  Where some aspects cannot be antici-

pated, it has to be resorted to reasonably informed consent. 

• Comprehension, which implies that potential respondents should be given a 

full picture of the whole research process and expectations to enable them to 

take an informed decision about their participation. 

 

The researcher made sure that her respondents were given all necessary information 

before they were asked to sign the consent forms.  The researcher can thus state 

confidently that all these strategies of research ethics were observed. 

 

In a research of this nature, it is possible that persons from whom permission has not 

been acquired are implied or mentioned by respondents, and presented either by 

mention of their names, or by appearing on photographs.  In such cases, it is 

impossible to acquire prior permission from such individuals as was done with the 

actual respondents.  In this study, some members of the academic or administrative 

staff of institutions were mentioned or photographed in this respect.  Where possible, 

the researcher informed such individuals about their indirect involvement in the 

research and acquired their consent to use their names or photographs in which they 

appear.  In all cases, consent was granted either by e-mail, SMS or telephonically.  

Record was kept of all the received consent statements.  Names were mostly retained 
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where positive references were made to individuals (see appendix 11 for some 

examples).  Where reference was likely to lead to a negative reflection on a particular 

individual, the name was with held, and the data was presented in a way that would 

not make the individual identifiable either directly or by implication. 

 

 

4.4.2.6 Validity and reliability 

Every researcher has a responsibility to ensure the validity and reliability of the 

research they conduct.  Creswell (2008:649) describes validity as a process of 

ensuring that meaningful and justifiable inferences can be made from the data 

obtained from the sample.  Some of the threats to validity of this research have 

already been discussed above.  The researcher has selected and designed the research 

using scientifically acceptable methodologies.  The sample was drawn from the 

population of students with disabilities identified by institutions.  All potential 

respondents were given an equal chance to participation; were briefed in detail about 

the procedures; had access to the researcher throughout the process if they had any 

doubts or questions; and could withdraw from the study for any reason they deemed 

appropriate to necessitate withdrawal. 

 

The methods of research were individualistic in nature, and most of the time, 

respondents did not have to share their experiences with others in the sample.  In 

cases were respondents made use of an assistant, the respondent, and not the assistant 

was part of the sample.  What was shared or done by the assistant on behalf of the 

respondent could in no way be copied by another respondent in the sample, as the 

methods required individual accounts and recollections.  The researcher is convinced 

that the data obtained for this study are, as far as humanly possible, free of validity 

threats and biases. 

 

Reliability means that individual scores from an instrument should be nearly the same 

and stable when repeated to other respondents; and they should be free from sources 

of error (Creswell 2008:646).  For this study, reliability was ensured through giving 

respondents the same instructions, and the same amount of time to complete research 

activities.  The same introduction and explanations to the research procedures were 

used as far as possible.  In cases where the nature of the disability did not allow the 
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respondents to apply a particular method without assistance, respondents chose an 

assistant who attended the training workshop and how to use the research material.  

The assistants grew with the respondents through the research process.  Where 

adjustments had to be done, the same adjustments were made for all respondents 

needing adjustment.  For example, both students with profound visual impairment 

were given instructions both in print and in Braille and were given options to tape-

record or Braille their diary-entries. 

 

The same research procedures were followed in all four regions and six institutions.  

The researcher is convinced that the data collected for this study are, as far as 

humanly possible, reliable. 

 

4.4.3 Sampling 
 

Sampling should be a thoughtful process as it has an impact on the end product of 

one’s research.  Mertens (2005:324) identifies a few situations that have the potential 

to pose barriers in sampling: Accessing samples in educational institutions for 

instance, could prove problematic. In the case of this research, the point of entry was 

facilitated by the letter of authorization from the Permanent-Secretary of the Ministry 

of Education (See appendix 1) in which permission was granted for the researcher to 

access institutions, provided that she makes prior arrangements with them and limit 

disruptions of their programmes to the minimum, as much as possible. 

 

Secondly, Mertens (2005:324) warns against real life situations that may present 

barriers, for example people in positions of authority feeling threatened by what the 

research may reveal, and how such revelations may affect their lives or positions. The 

researcher believes that, in the case of the current study, the fact that the emphasis was 

on students’ lives, and not necessarily on the institution, seems to have minimized the 

element of threat. 

 

Another real life situation would be the degree to which the institutions are frequented 

by researchers, and their experiences with such former researchers.  In the case of this 

research, when seeking entry, although the researcher was welcomed, many “gate 
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keepers” asked the question: “What is in it for us?”   The question allowed the 

researcher to explain clearly the objectives of the research, and point out its 

parameters.  This enabled institutional management and respondents to know that the 

researcher does not intend an intervention plan, and neither was any financial or other 

benefits promised.  The fact the research was a research activity needed for the 

researcher’s academic advancement was explained clearly, and the letter from the 

university was attached to the letter by which the researcher was seeking entry to the 

research site.  Notwithstanding the fact that this research had a potential to have a 

therapeutic impact on the respondents, and indeed it had proved as such, the primary 

function was research and this is how it was presented to respondents and authorities.  

This question also made the researcher aware of the importance of debriefing after the 

research has been completed. 

 

Mertens and McLaughlin (2004), cited by Mertens (2005:325) warn that special 

education populations have their own set of limitations.  Firstly, the heterogeneity 

within the categories of special education requires level headedness on the side of the 

researcher as this may introduce more variables than the researcher originally 

anticipated.  For example, within the range of persons with disabilities, there are those 

that have congenital physical disabilities and would therefore be in need of 

habilitation programmes, whereas those with acquired physical disabilities may 

require rehabilitation programmes.  In sampling students for this research, the 

researcher was guided by the criteria of “physical disabilities” as well as “sensory 

disabilities” and focused on challenges of these students.  Since the research had no 

component of developing intervention programmes, variables such as the onset of 

disability and the degree of disability were not considered.  

 

Having considered the above possible threats to sampling and eliminating sampling 

bias, the researcher decided upon a purposive sampling technique to identify 

respondents for a research project on students with disabilities from all identified 

higher education institutions in Namibia.  Purposive sampling was deemed most 

appropriate to identify respondents for a special situation like the one being explored 

in this research.  The aim is to arrive at potential respondents who are information-

rich and therefore able to provide an in-depth study of the case.  Mertens further 

identified three situations in which purposive sampling technique is most appropriate: 
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Firstly, it is used to select unique, but informative potential respondents.  Secondly, it 

is used to select potential respondents who are otherwise difficult-to-reach.  Thirdly, 

purposive sampling is used when a researcher wants to identify specific type of 

respondents who are able to provide a deeper understanding and insights into the issue 

being investigated (Neuman 2003:213). 

 

4.5 RESEARCH PROCEDURES 
 

4.5.1 Sampling procedure of respondents 
 

Purposive sampling technique was deemed most appropriate to select the most 

information-rich respondents for this research (Mertens 2005:317). 

 

Based on the preliminary prevalence survey conducted by the researcher to collect 

baseline information on students with disabilities in higher education institutions, it 

was found that in all higher education institutions in Namibia, there were students 

with disabilities enrolled in the academic year in which data was to be collected. 

 

Students with disabilities were identified on the basis of a visible or observable 

disability and records kept by the disability unit, Office of the Dean of Students or 

institutional management, whichever was applicable. This process was further 

facilitated by the preliminary quantitative survey that was conducted in all institutions 

of higher education to determine the prevalence of students with disabilities, and 

arrangements that were in place in each institution to support students with 

disabilities. 

 

After making an appointment with the special needs facilitators (or anyone mandated 

by the institution to act as such) at each institution, the researcher physically went to 

each institution and arranged to meet with all the students who have been identified as 

having disabilities.  At this meeting, the researcher explained the aims and objectives 

of the research, the research process and the time it was anticipated to take to 

participate in the research.   
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Potential respondents were then asked to volunteer to serve as research participants.  

Those who did not wish to participate, were thanked and excused from the meeting.  

Those who opted to participate were given a letter that explained the research process, 

and also had a consent form to be signed if one wished to participate as a research 

respondent (See appendix 8).  After reading the letter, respondents were given an 

opportunity to ask questions or make comments.  Most of the potential respondents 

signed the consent form immediately and expressed delight in participating in the 

research process, and that it was their first time to be given an opportunity to talk 

about their experience in higher educations. 

 

This served as the beginning of a research process for them, which lasted for one 

month of data gathering by way of keeping diaries of the challenges they experienced, 

and visually capturing the trials they encountered from day to day, in their institutions. 

 

The researcher maintained contact with the research participants, by way of sending 

them a short message (SMS) via cellular phone, finding out how they were doing and 

expressing the hope that they were still enjoying their research.  Most respondents 

responded positively to the SMS, for example: “I am doing great. Enjoying writing in my 

diary and taking pictures like a journalist. Good night”. Or “Good, I promise I’ll come up 

with the best pictures you have ever seen, and after this, I know ……… (Name of Institution) 

will understand that we are not looking for special treatment, we just want to survive”!  

Another student exclaimed in the final SMS: “You have helped me to write the story of 

my life, and to become more aware of the forms of discrimination in my environment.” 

 

4.5.2 Data collection processes 
 

The population consisted of all students with sensory, physical or other disclosed 

disabilities in all six higher education institutions resorting under the Directorate of 

Higher Education of the Ministry of Education in Namibia.  These are the University 

of Namibia, Polytechnic of Namibia, Caprivi -, Ongwediva - Rundu- and Windhoek 

Colleges of Education.  
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The following procedures were followed: 

• Acquisition of permission from the Ministry of Education and institutions’ 

authorities 

• Designing of data collection tools 

• Pilot study 

• Refining of data collection tools 

• Acquisition of authorization from institutions 

• Sampling of respondents   

• Appointments with respondents 

• Quantitative prevalence survey questionnaire 

•  Data collection (diary-keeping, photo-voice and follow-up interviews)  

• Data organization and presentation 

• Data analysis, discussion and recommendations  

 

Although the original idea of the quantitative survey was simply to provide baseline 

data in order to facilitate sampling for the qualitative research, it provided essential 

data to one of the research questions: that of determining how higher education 

institutions responded to disability and what policies and practices they have put in 

place in order to support students with disabilities and securing their access to 

equitable education. 

 

Data was originally collected through a questionnaire that was sent to the institutions 

both by e-mail and postal mail.  Only two of the institutions, both in the Khomas 

region, returned the questionnaire.  The researcher then decided to change the strategy 

by physically visiting all the institutions, even the two which returned the completed 

questionnaire and administer it as a close-ended interview.  The researcher called the 

institutions and made an appointment on a date that suited them.  Some required the 

researcher to fax the letter of permission from the Ministry of Education (See 

appendix 2), which the researcher did.  The researcher also sent by e-mail, or faxed 

the questionnaire to all institutions, except for one institution where the questionnaire 

was hand-delivered. 
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For those institutions that completed the original questionnaire, the researcher 

explained that she needed clarifications and explained that, for validity and reliability 

reasons, she needed to ask the same questions again.  She explained that she had no 

intention to test whether they were providing the same questions as the in the first 

round, but was merely interested in the answers on the situation regarding disability 

issues in the institution.  Respondents perceived this in a positive light and provided 

mostly the same information, perhaps just with examples or explanations. 

 

The institutions which did not return the original questionnaire were thanked for their 

willingness to receive and provide information to the researcher.  The researcher 

intentionally did not ask whether or not they received the original questionnaire, but 

in all but one institution, reasons for not sending it back were provided.  In three of 

the institutions, the appointed responsible persons acknowledged having received the 

questionnaire and not having had the time to complete it. 

 

After the data from the quantitative baseline survey was organized and analyzed, the 

researcher called each institution and made appointments with same key respondents 

identified by each institution as the researcher’s contact on students with disabilities.  

The researcher explained the research process to this key person and how the 

researcher wished to go about the process.  The key person agreed to organize a 

meeting between students with disabilities and the researcher.  An appointment date 

was set for the researcher to meet with students with disabilities.  At this meeting, the 

researcher explained the research process to the potential respondents including the 

time needed to complete the whole process, the emotions that are likely to be evoked 

by the process, and the fact that there is no monetary or other compensation linked to 

the participation in the research process. 

 

Potential respondents were given a letter explaining the whole process (see appendix 

8), and the researcher read this letter also to cater for students with visual impairment.  

At the end of the letter was a consent form which potential respondents had to sign, 

should they agree to participate in the process. 

 

Consent forms and all other documents regarding research administration were filled 

in and signed.  Research materials were then handed to the respondents.  These 
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included the respondents’ instructions; a disposable camera, and a book to be used as 

a diary. Terms were agreed upon, and a two-hours long training was given in the use 

of the photo-voice and the narrative diary techniques. At the initial meeting where 

consent forms were signed, the researcher determined that all respondents had access 

to a cellular phone.  In the sample, two pairs of students shared a phone, while the rest 

had an individual mobile phone.  It was agreed that the use of mobile be the best form 

of communication between the respondents and the researcher.  

 

An appointment was set for the next day, or a day suitable to the potential respondents 

to participate in a training of the use of the research techniques.  Those who signed the 

consent form came to this meeting and were trained in this one day workshop how to 

use photo-voice and diary-approaches.  Students with visual impairment attended the 

workshop with their assistants.  At the end of the workshop, cameras and “diaries” 

were handed to the respondents with all instructions in writing and on tape for those 

with visual impairment.  Students were also handed a self-addressed envelope in 

which they would put the research materials and hand it to the key person identified 

by the institution to serve as link between the students with disabilities and the 

researcher in the beginning of the research process.  The latter was expected to call 

the researcher and arrange how to send the material.  For institutions in Windhoek, the 

researcher picked up the envelopes from the key persons, while institutions out of 

Windhoek sent envelopes with staff members who were attending workshops or 

meetings in Windhoek.  Students were given a one month period to keep diaries and 

take photos of their challenges in their institutions.   

 

During this one - month period, respondents were in constant communication with the 

researcher.  Regardless of the respondents’ initiatives, the researcher sent them a 

weekly message via their cellular phones (SMS) to find out how they were doing and 

if they had questions or any other needs.  In two cases, the researcher had to deal with 

anger and feelings of discrimination which the respondents became aware of in the 

course of the research.  In both cases, the respondents needed only an understanding 

ear to listen to them.  In one case, one respondent had a personal challenge in the 

family that had no relation to the research.  The researcher listened and referred the 

respondent to a relevant office, where she received assistance. 
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After the one-month of diary-keeping and photo-voice application, the researcher 

received the research materials and studied them.  The researcher recorded and 

transcribed the data as it were received.  The researcher wrote down particular 

questions she would ask the respondents during the follow-up interviews.  Meanwhile, 

photos were developed and labeled with the name of the respondent and institution.  

The researcher asked one respondent per institution to determine which week would 

be most suitable for them to meet with the researcher for their individual interviews.  

The researcher then made and appointment with each of the respondents to discuss the 

photos and conduct an interview with each one of the respondents at a time and date 

set by the respondents.  On the fist day the researcher was in a particular institution, 

she arranged to meet with the whole group.  When they came to the venue, they were 

asked to sit in groups, depending on the size of the group.  They were requested to 

walk around the room and discuss the photos the researcher has displayed on the wall.  

Respondents found this session very exciting and some could not believe that they 

have taken such good photos.  After this group session, the researcher handed each 

respondent their photos and asked them to select the ones depicting their most regular 

or severe challenges.  She then asked them to describe the challenge at the back of 

each photo; and also read the questions the researcher has asked in their diaries and 

prepare to answer those questions during the interview. 

 

Interviews were conducted in a venue that was selected by the respondents, in a 

language and at a time chosen by the respondents (all respondents chose to be 

interviewed in English although some expressions were made in mother tongue).  All 

interviews took place on the respective campuses and in one specific room set aside 

for it and agreed upon by respondents and the key person in each institution.  Each 

interview lasted about forty five minutes at average with the exception of one that 

took about two hours.  Although the researcher asked respondents if she could tape-

record the interviews, only four out of 15 respondents agreed to be audio-taped.  Both 

blind students’ interviews were among the four that were audio-taped in addition to 

those of one of the students with partial visual impairment and one student with a 

physical disability. 

 

Because only one or two respondents at the most were interviewed per day, 

transcriptions of the interviews were done on the same day, while the content and 
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context were still fresh in the researcher’s mind.  The researcher listened to the audio 

tapes and typed the interviews verbatim using a Word processing programme on her 

laptop.  The written interviews which the researcher wrote on the open-ended 

interview guide she had during the interview were typed verbatim as well.  This 

process was revised as the researcher recalled specific things the respondents said or 

did, using the shorthand writing she used during the interviews.  The transcribing and 

typing of interviews were experienced as a very lengthy process, but one that allowed 

the researcher to become conversant with the data and indirectly with the respondents 

(see appendix 7). 

 

Data collection, including data organization, took place over a period of seven 

months, between March and October 2008.  Data were organized in files under 

specific themes as well as under the specific cases.  There was a file for diary-data, a 

file for interviews data and a file with all the data of each case.  This means that 

complete cases were created using all the data regarding a specific respondent.  

October and November were largely used for data organization and initial writing on 

the data presentation chapter.  These processes preceded data analysis. 

 

4.5.3 Data analysis methods 
 

After considering a number of data analysis techniques, the researcher came to the 

conclusion that the typological analysis (Hatch 2002:152) and the narrative analysis 

(Neuman 2003:448) would both do justice to the nature of this research study.  The 

researcher allowed the data to provide themes or typologies according to which data 

could be presented and discussed, but the main method of data analysis was the 

narrative analysis or the analysis of narratives. 

 

Polkingmore (1995) cited by Kuusipalo (2008:52) describes the difference between 

analysis of narratives and narrative analysis as follows: 

 

In the analysis of narratives, the focus is on classification and categorization.  This 

implies that, in the analysis of narratives, paradigmatic information evolves through 

categorization and classification of information.  Narrative analysis however aims at 
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creating a new narrative out of the base material.  This implies that in the narrative 

analysis it is important to use the researchers’ knowledge of the narrative method in 

order to create a new story with a plot” (Kuusipalo 2008:52). 

 

The researcher used some elements of each of these strategies to re-tell the stories as 

they were told to her by students with disabilities.  Therefore, in this research, 

narrative analysis and analysis of narratives will be used interchangeably. 

 

 

4.5.3.1 Typological analysis 

Typological analysis can be described as a method through which researchers 

categorize data into groups or themes that will bring them closer to providing answers 

to their research questions (Hatch 2002:156).  This process starts by the researcher 

reading through the data several times and dividing it into typologies, based on 

predetermined categories.   

 

 

4.5.3.2 The narrative analysis 

Parallel to the typological analysis, where data permitted, the narrative analysis was 

used to allow the data to say it as it was said by the respondents.  In a narrative 

analysis, “the researcher disappears from the analysis and presents the concrete details 

of a study in chronological order as if they were the product of a unique and naturally 

unfolding sequence of events.  He or she simply tells a story of what occurred” 

(Neuman 2003:448).  The researcher mostly used the language and terminology used 

by respondents to bring their ideas across, even in cases where the researcher did not 

necessarily agree with the particular use of language and terminology.  

 

According to Riessman (2008:11), “narrative analysis refers to a family of methods 

for interpreting texts that have in common a storied form.”  In the current study, the 

common theme was the challenges of students with disabilities. Students with 

disabilities comprised the cases that formed the core of the analysis. 

 

Riessman (2008:11) further distinguishes narrative analysis from other methods in 

through pointing out that narrative analysis gives attention to the manner in which 
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events in the story evolve, resulting in a full picture of the individual or group under 

investigation. 

 

Creswell (2008:262) maintains that a narrative analysis is a written presentation in 

which a researcher provides a detailed summary of the findings.  Although a narrative 

analysis can assume various forms, Creswell (2008:264) advises that it should contain 

the following elements: 

• A dialogue that provides support for themes.  In the case of this study, 

pictorial evidence also accompanied the verbal dialogues. 

• Presentation of the dialogue in the respondents’ native language.  Since the 

research was conducted in English, the dialogues for this study were presented 

in that language. 

• Using metaphors and analogies. 

• Reporting of quotes from the original data collection techniques used, in this 

case interviews and diary-based narratives. 

• Presenting multiple perspectives and contrary evidence.  The plurality of the 

sample, as well as of the methodology, provided multiple perspectives at 

student, as well as at institutional level.  Also, the various categories of 

disabilities provided opportunities for various perspectives. 

• Providing sufficient details.  This has been done both through descriptions and 

photos. 

• Providing evidence for differences of opinions in individual experiences.  The 

data was presented in the form of graphs, diary incepts or photographs, 

whichever was deemed most appropriate,  which reflected the differences in 

opinion (Creswell 2008:264). 

 

4.5.4 Data analysis procedures 
 

The researcher combined typological and narrative data analysis to draw meanings 

from the data and present such meanings for the readership’s consumption.  This 

process allowed the researcher to engage with data at a much deeper level than 

anticipated.  It opened the door for reading and internalizing what is said and even 

what is not said, a process Creswell (2007:153) describes as “examining silences.” 
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In the case of this research, the categories were arranged in accordance with the 

research questions.  A further step is to take one typology to another, reading through 

the whole data and finding evidence for each and every typology.  The researcher 

made use of different colour highlighters to prominently highlight the evidence for 

each and every typology, each colour representing a research question (Hatch 

2002:154).  The next step was to enter data under each particular typology, and record 

them as such.  Each entry was followed by a brief analysis or statement that could 

form part of the discussion of findings. 

 

At this stage, the researcher had gathered enough evidence to form the story of each 

case, starting from their biographical background to the core of the research, which is 

providing evidence for the challenges they experience at identified stages of studying 

in their institutions. 

 

After the data of each typology was entered, the process of looking for patterns within 

and across typologies started, leading to certain conclusions regarding relationships, 

similarities and differences as well as reliability of the data.  In support of the 

narrative analysis, the process of looking for patterns and finding relationships also 

led to a discovery of powerful quotes from the diary-based approach and interviews, 

which support the findings. 

 

In the final analysis, the researcher resorted to advice given by Creswell (2007:163) 

who borrows four forms of data analysis and meaning-seeking from Stake (1995): 

• Seeking a collection of instances from the data while paying particular 

attention to the emergence of issue-relevant meanings. 

• Applying direct interpretation, meaning to look at single instances and draw 

meaning from it without considering the number of occurrences of a particular 

issue.  This was very important in this research, as each issue that posed a 

challenge to the respondents, even if it was only raised once by one respondent 

in the sample, carried the same value as issues raised time and again by many 

respondents.   

• Establishing of patterns and tracing the occurrences between and across 

categories.  This allowed the researcher to look at similarities and differences 
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between and across categories.  This process enabled the researcher, for 

example, to see how similar and how different the challenges of students with 

visual disabilities were, or how they correlated with those of students with 

physical disabilities. 

• Developing naturalistic generalizations from the patterns found in the data.  

Although generalizability was not a factor in this research, the researcher was 

able to make some kind of general conclusions based on patterns revealed by 

the data, which are discussed in detail in the following two chapters. 

 

4.6 EXPERIENCES WITH RESEARCH METHODS 
 

Although time-consuming and overwhelming, the comprehensive methodologies used 

in this research seemed to have done justice to the topic of challenges of students with 

disabilities in higher education in Namibia. 

 

The respondents with visual impairment had no complaint whatsoever regarding the 

ocular-centric nature of the methods.  Instead, they employed compensatory 

approaches such as using Braille and audio-tapes to keep diaries, and asking friends to 

take pictures on their behalf, on their specific directions and instructions.  It can, 

however, not be ruled out that the fact that diaries and pictures were taken by other 

people could have had an impact on the quality and depth of data collected.  In one 

case, the diary data were typed and sent via E-mail to the researcher by one of the 

service providers in the resource room at the particular institution.  The possibility 

cannot be ruled out that knowing that data would be handled by the resource room 

personnel, could have created fears for the confidentiality to be compromised.   

 

4.7 POST-RESEARCH REFLECTIONS 
 

If the researcher were to replicate this study using the same methodologies, the 

following stages would be approached slightly differently from the current approach: 

• The researcher would distance herself more consciously from the settings of 

research.  Researching about an institution in which one is an insider has the 

risk of getting involved at a level much deeper than that of an outside 
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researcher.  Where, for example, data was not available, being an insider 

enabled the researcher to access missing data from other sources than the 

official sources of information for research.  These could result in an 

imbalance in the quantity and quality of data from one institution over the 

others. 

• The researcher would attempt to include students with non-observable 

disabilities also.  The challenge to this would, however, remain their 

identification by institutions. 

• The researcher would arrange for the translation of data that is presented in a 

format the researcher cannot access, to be done by an independent person who 

is not from within institutions. 

 

4.8 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

In this chapter, the mixed-methodology approach used in the research was explained 

in depth; the research procedures were presented and the research process was 

reflected upon. 

 

Data was collected in two distinct phases: Baseline data from the different higher 

education institutions were solicited through a quantitative survey.  This provided the 

framework for sampling.  It also provided useful data regarding the responses of 

institutions to disability.  Qualitative processes were employed to collect in-depth data 

from students with disabilities.   

 

Triangulation of methodology took a central position in this study.  First, quantitative 

and qualitative designs were combined.  Thereafter, three qualitative data collection 

methods were employed to collect information for the main theme of the research.  

These methods were the diary-based approach, the photo-voice approach and in-depth 

individual interviews. 

 

The researcher believes that the multiple approaches used in this research have 

provided sufficient depth for the study.  In the next chapter, the researcher presents 

and discusses the findings of the research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION 
OF FINDINGS 

 
 
5.1 INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW 
 

This chapter focuses on the presentation and discussion of data, in relation to the 

research questions.  In this chapter, respondents provide answers to the research 

questions.  The chapter takes the reader through a journey of students with disabilities 

in institutions of higher education in Namibia. It is hoped that the reader will be able 

to gain an in-depth understanding of the challenges facing students with disabilities in 

institutions of higher education in Namibia.   

 

The findings are presented and discussed under categorized themes, and where 

possible, are supported by photos, excerpts from diaries and narratives from 

interviews with students.   

 

The findings are relevant to the 2008 academic year, the year in which data was 

collected. 

 
5.2 PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
 

The data consists of two phases namely phase one, during which information from the 

management representatives of various higher education institutions were obtained, 

and phase two, during which data from students with disabilities were obtained. 

 

In both cases, data are presented and followed by a brief analysis by the researcher.  

In all cases, pseudonyms are used, except in cases where potential respondents or 

respondents chose “research names” or opted for the use of their real names.  
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5.3  PHASE ONE: DATA OBTAINED FROM INSTITU-

TIONAL MANAGEMENT 
 

5.3.1 Introduction 

 
The data presented in this section were mainly obtained through a quantitative survey 

(see appendix 5) administered with nominated key respondents representing 

institutional management in each higher education institution.  Where applicable 

additional information were obtained through the researcher’s observation during 

visits to research sites. 

 

5.3.2 An overview of students with disabilities in each higher education 

institution 

 

Table 1 presents the data of the prevalence of disability amongst higher education 

students in Namibian institutions.  With the exception of observational, most of the 

data presented here were provided by key respondents who responded to the 

questionnaire on behalf of their institutional managements.  The key respondents were 

nominated by the heads of the institution after the researcher presented her letter of 

permission to conduct this particular research from the Ministry of Education, and 

asked to be linked to the person who would be the most information-rich regarding 

disability issues, with specific reference to students with disabilities, in each higher 

education institution. 
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Table 2: Students with disabilities per institution and institutional provisions 

As can be concluded from the information in Table 2, all higher education institutions 

had students with disabilities during the 2008 academic year.  A number of 44 

students with disabilities in all higher education institutions were identified out of a 

student population of 18 845 registered by the six higher education institutions for the 

2008 academic year.  Most of the institutions had some form of provision for students 

Name of 
institution 

Number of 
identified 
students 
with 
disabilities 

Office responsible for 
disability issues 

Institutional 
identification 
strategies 

Institutional support structures 

Caprivi 
College of 
Education 

5 Office of the Rector.  
Had a staff member who 
took on the responsibility 
out of her own accord, 
but since she left the 
institution, issues relating 
to disabilities are dealt 
with by the Rector and 
Dean of Students on a ad 
hoc basis. 

Disclosure in 
application form and 
observation. 

Treat their admission as per 
Affirmative Action Guidelines.  
Provides them with college 
transport when they need to 
access services 

Ongwediva 
College of 
Education 

13 Special Education Unit Observation, disclosure 
and recommendation 
letters 

Well-equipped special needs unit 
to which students have free 
access. But unit, which is a pilot 
project of the Ministry of 
Education, was only geared 
towards the needs of students with 
visual impairments. 

Rundu 
College of 
Education 

3 Office of Vice-Rector. Observation, disclosure 
in application form; 
disclosure when in need 
of services. 

No support structures specifically 
directed towards students with 
special needs; but in-house 
policies give preferential 
treatment to students with 
disabilities to be provided with 
hostel accommodation. 

Windhoek 
College of 
Education 

7 Counseling Committee Observation and 
disclosure. 

No official support structures in 
place.  Counseling committee use 
own initiatives to respond to 
student’s needs. 

Polytechnic 
of Namibia 

8 Dean of Students, Social 
Worker 

Question on application 
form, students’ 
disclosure, observation. 

State services; no specific 
institutional structures are in 
place, but individual lecturers 
help students out of care. 

University 
of Namibia  

8 Poorly functioning 
disability unit with no 
human resources on a 
full-time basis. 

Observation and 
disclosure when in need 
of specialized provision 
or services. 

Appointed Braille specialist on a 
part-time basis; have created a 
budget vote for disability issues; 
appoints student guides to blind 
students.  Office of Dean of 
Students mandated to attend to the 
needs of all students, including 
those with disabilities. 
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with disabilities, although they all acknowledged that they did not always have the 

specialized services needed to support students with disabilities. 

 
Although all key respondents who completed the survey on behalf of the institutions 

were aware of the presence of students with disabilities, it appeared as if the majority 

compiled the data upon the researcher’s request and did not the data readily available 

in their institutional records. This could imply that disability-related data was not 

satisfactorily recorded in most of the institutions.   

 
The researcher requested information on all kinds of disabilities, but only one student 

with a hidden disability was identified, while the rest of the students identified were 

those with physical, sensory and other visible disabilities.  The identification of the 

student with a hidden disability was by default, as she was identified as having 

hearing impairment, while an interview with her revealed a social-emotional difficulty 

with no signs of hearing impairment whatsoever.  It is also suspected that there were 

more students with hidden disabilities who were not identified for the purpose of this 

research and for the sake of institutions’ records.  These findings point to a general 

gap in the manner in which disability data is managed and confirms that disability in 

most Namibian settings has a physical image.  This reinforces the choice of the 

researcher to focus on visible and or observable forms of disability. 

 

 
5.3.2.1 Disability data: University of Namibia 

5.3.2.1.1 Brief background of the institution 
 
The University of Namibia was established in 1992 by Act of Parliament No. 18.  In 

the academic year 2008, the University of Namibia had 7144 full-time students 

(Student Information records). 

 
5.3.2.1.2 Identified students with disabilities 
 

As can be deduced from Table 3, the University of Namibia has registered seven 

students with disabilities (those whose disabilities they were aware of at the time of 

data collection) in the academic year in which data was collected.  Four of the 

students have physical disabilities.  One student has both physical and health 
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impairments.  One student has a sensory disability as he is blind. Two students have 

health impairments: one was diagnosed with leukemia, while another had long-term 

epilepsy, and in addition, she also finds it difficult to complete writing tasks.  There 

were a number of students who were said to be living in difficult circumstances, but 

no specific data was available.  Most of them were said to be orphans who struggled 

to survive, given the limited financial resources as loans for higher education studies 

were not available to all students, and where they were available, they did not cover 

all costs such as transport and cosmetics. 

 

Table 3 represents disability data of the University of Namibia at the time of data 

collection. 

 

 
Table 3:  UNAM: Identified students with disabilities in the University of Namibia 

 

Name (*) of Student Sex Type / Category of 
Disability  

Course and Year of Study 

1. Lina Pohamba Female 
Physical Disability Bachelor of Arts: 

Psychology (Affected by polio) 

2. Peter Garoeb Male Health Impairment 
(Leukemia) 

Bachelor of Education 

3.Johannes Matsi Male Sensory Impairment 
(Blindness) 

Masters in Psychology 

4. Jeanetta Bok Female 
Health Impairment Diploma in Information 

Studies (Epilepsy and Writing very 
slowly) 

5. Alta Maritz Female 
Physical Impairment Bachelor of Arts: 

Information Studies (Uses wheelchair) 

6.Churripatti Katjivena Male 
Physical Impairment Bachelor of Business 

Economics (Uses wheelchair) 

7. Joyce Britz Female 

Physical and Health 
Impairment 

Bachelor of Arts: Social 
Work 

(Uses crutches, gets tired 
easily) 

Pseudonyms are used for most of the entries, except where students consented for the use of actual 
or chose names to be used in the report! 
 
5.3.2.1.3 Identification strategies used by the University of Namibia  

 

The key respondent, in this case a member of management in the Office of the Dean 

of Students, indicated that the measures that the institution put in place to inform them 
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about the numbers, types and needs of students with disabilities have proven futile, as 

many students did not disclose their disability status through the application form.  In 

most cases, the institution learned about students disabilities through observation 

when the students arrive.  Also, once they have registered, students come to request 

special considerations to be accommodated in the hostel, based on their disabilities.  

The Office of the Dean of Students has established a support group for students with 

special needs including those with disabilities, and students tend to disclose their 

disabilities to this support group.  It could not be determined why students were 

reluctant to disclose their disability status in the application form, and neither was the 

researcher able to determine whether support services to students with disabilities 

were made known to them. 

 

5.3.2.1.4 Institutional support services for students with disabilities 

 

Most institutions of higher education in Namibia have inclusive mission, vision and 

value statements. Some selected parts of mission statement of the University of 

Namibia reads as follows: 

 

Embedded in its motto: Education, Service and Development, the mission of the 

University is to achieve the following objectives, operational principles and goals: 

• To continue to develop the University as a leading national institution and a 

major role model for research as a major contributor to nation-building. 

• To cultivate standards of excellence in teaching, research and all the 

prescribed functions of UNAM, through encouraging constructive criticism, 

constant self-improvement, self-evaluation and peer assessment. 

• To make the University’s expertise and facilities accessible to all, regardless 

of race, colour, gender, ethnic origin, religion, creed, physical condition, 

social and economic status. 

• To safeguard and promote the principle of the University’s autonomy, with the 

view of providing an appropriate atmosphere, and opportunities for UNAM’s 

scholars to pursue the development of their highest intellectual potential. 
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• To serve as a repository for the preservation, development and articulation of 

national values and culture, through the promotion of Namibian history, art 

and languages. 

• To promote national and regional unity and understanding  

(University of Namibia 2006:vii). 

 

Judging from its mission statement, it can be concluded that the University of 

Namibia has an inclusive mission statement that has room for disability issues to be 

addressed in a more efficient manner if priorities and resources were committed to 

this cause. 

 

The institution has a Disability Unit that was launched in 2007, well-equipped with 

technologically advanced assistive-devices, especially for students with severe to 

profound visual impairment.  Students with other disabilities are assisted by the 

Disability Unit to access internet, make appointments with speech or occupational 

therapists, and for mobility and orientation.  In addition to these, the Disability Unit 

serves as the link between students with disabilities and their lecturers, especially with 

regard to negotiation for necessary modifications and making sure that study materials 

are available in a form that is accessible to each student.  The Disability unit is yet to 

develop into a service center for all types of disabilities and not only for those with 

visual impairment.   

 

The rest of the students with disabilities continue to be served just like all other 

students by the social work services within the Office of the Dean of Students, and by 

individual lecturers who try by all means to facilitate the learning of students with 

disabilities.  The Office of the Dean of Students appointed student-assistants to 

support students with disabilities in serving as human guides for the blind student on 

and off-campus, helping deaf students with information that has been communicated 

orally, and other related tasks.  However, the fees paid to such assistants are very low. 

Nevertheless, the respondent felt that it gave the other students (without disabilities) 

an opportunity to experience rendering support to someone with a disability and this 

seems to create tolerance and social acceptance of persons with disabilities. She also 

added that students were volunteering to help their peers with disabilities, even in the 



220 
 

absence of the fees, a value she appreciated as a positive step in the right direction in a 

time where inclusive education is an expectation of all institutions. 

 

5.3.2.1.5 

 

Common challenges of students with disabilities that are brought under 

the attention of the Dean of Students 

The following were identified as the main problems of students with disabilities: 

• Access to lecture rooms and library.  Most of the lecture rooms were designed 

in such a way that those who use wheelchairs will find it difficult to access and 

actually choose where to sit. 

• There is a lift in the library that is reserved for persons with disabilities, but in 

order to use it, one has to notify the help desk, while students without 

disabilities do not have to do the same. 

• Commuting students (those who do not have rooms on campus) basically have 

no place to sit and relax or read. Most places that were open in the past are 

now used as lecture rooms, and others are difficult to access. 

• Entertainment areas are not friendly to students with disabilities. 

 

5.3.2.1.6 Main challenges of the institution regarding support to students with 

disabilities

 

 Disability data: University of Namibia 

The key respondent elaborated on the following main challenges of the institution in 

supporting students with disabilities: 

 
“Modification of the physical environment is not easy.  It is costly, and it needs good 

justification.  If management does not understand the issues one can keep explaining 

and asking for the same things all the time”. 

  

“The environment on campus is unfriendly to people with disabilities. “Some students 

and lecturers simply don’t care” (Key respondent). 
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5.3.2.2 Disability data: Polytechnic of Namibia 

5.3.2.2.1 Brief background of the institution 

 

The Polytechnic of Namibia was established by Act of Parliament No. 33 of 1994 

when the Technicon Namibia and the College of Out-of School Training (COST) 

merged.  For the 2008 academic year, the Polytechnic of Namibia had a total of 9410 

students of whom 5238 were female and 4172 were male. 

 

The aim for establishing the Polytechnic was to contribute to national development 

through the offering of tertiary, technological and career-directed education that is on 

par with internationally recognized standards for higher education. 

 

Its mission and vision statement states, among others, the following goals (Office of 

the Dean of Students 2008:vi): 

• To lead students to maturity and assumption of their economic and social 

responsibilities, including developing a sense of responsibility, problem-

solving approach, integrity and a humane attitude toward others. 

• To enable students to acquire knowledge and develop the skill of applying 

knowledge. 

• To serve as a center of higher education that trains high-profile specialists in 

all areas necessary for national development and to provide facilities 

appropriate to an academic institution of high quality, available to all people 

likely to benefit from them irrespective of race, gender, ethnic origin, religion, 

social and economic status, and physical condition.  

 

Judging from the vision and mission statement above, it can be concluded that the 

Polytechnic of Namibia has an inclusive guiding statement that makes it possible for it 

to embrace diversity.  However, there is doubt as to whether disability is consciously 

addressed and discussed in relation to this vision and mission statement. 
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5.3.2.2.2 Numbers and categories of disabilities at the Polytechnic of Namibia 

 

 
Table 4:  Polytechnic of Namibia:  Identified students with disabilities 

Name (*) of Student Sex Type / Category of Disability  Course and Year of Study 

1. Agnes Hausiku Female 
Physical Disability Information Technology, 

3rd Year (Uses wheelchair) 

2. Silas Ndakolo Male 
Physical Disability (uses a 
wheelchair) 

Economics, 2nd Year 

3. Aina Kalomho Female 
Physical Disability  Human Resource 

Management 

4. Loide Amukeshe Female 
Physical Disability Accounting and Finance, 

3rd Year 

5. Elifas Mujoro Male 
Physical Impairment Human Resource 

Management 2nd Year (Unspecified) 

6.Julia Ekandjo Female 
Physical Impairment Information Technology 1st 

Year (Leg affected by paralysis) 
 
Note: Pseudonyms were used, except in cases where respondents opted to use their actual names. 
 
It can be deduced from table three that in 2008 the Polytechnic of Namibia had 

registered six students with disabilities, all having physical disabilities.   

 

The main respondent, in this case a senior staff member in the Office of the Dean of 

Students indicated that, although six students have been identified as having 

disabilities, the actual number of students with disabilities is unknown.  This may be 

an indication that there is no official system in place to track and record disability data 

in the institution.  This leaves the institution only with the observation technique as a 

strategy to identify disability, except where students disclose their disabilities to staff.  

 

5.3.2.2.3 Identification strategies used by the Polytechnic of Namibia 

 
The institution relied on the following strategies to acquire disability data: 

• Students disclose by affirming to the question on the application form that 

asks applicants to indicate whether or not they have a disability. 

• Students inform the Office of the Dean of Students about their disabilities if 

they need specific services or assistance. 

• Observation. 



223 
 

It appears that the three strategies used to identify students with disabilities have not 

been effective in providing realistic disability data.  Students seem to withhold 

information about their disabilities.  The reasons for doing so are not known. 

 

5.3.2.2.4 Institutional support for students with disabilities 

 

The institution has no specific support mechanisms for students with disabilities.  

Students with disabilities benefit from student services just like any other student.  

They are free to approach the student counseling services, should they need 

assistance. 

 

The institution seemed to apply a reactive, rather than a proactive approach to support 

services to students with disabilities.  It could be concluded that, the fact that the 

institution did not offer any specific services to students with disabilities could be one 

of the reasons why students did not disclose their disabilities.  Students, who are not 

aware of what they can ask for, will not approach the relevant office for support 

services.  At the same time, staff members who do not know what services they can 

offer will not be in a position to offer support services. 

 

5.3.2.2.5 Common challenges of students with disabilities that have been 

brought under the attention of the office of the Social Worker 

 

• Most students identified were those with physical disabilities. Their challenges 

were mainly related to mobility, in terms of getting access to certain buildings 

for lectures, meetings, and entertainment.  There weren’t many lifts, and often, 

the few lifts that were available were out of order. 

• The institution had so far been reluctant to admit students with visual 

disabilities, as they, at the moment, lack equipment to enable them to study 

maximally. 
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5.3.2.2.6 Main challenges of the institution regarding support services to 

students with disabilities 

 

The following challenges have been identified as the most pressing ones: 

• Financial resources to acquire equipment to respond to the needs of students 

with disabilities. 

• Modified infrastructure to facilitate mobility and access for students who use 

wheelchairs. 

• Perceptions among some members of the institution that persons with 

disabilities should be solely dependant on other students. 

 

 

5.3.3.3 Disability data: Windhoek College of Education 

5.3.3.3.1 Brief background of the institution 

 

Although the colleges of education were already in existence for many years before 

independence, they were re-established in their current format as teacher education 

institutions open to students of all races after independence.  The Windhoek College 

of Education, like all the other three colleges of education, was established by the 

Teacher Education Colleges Act No. 25 of 2003, in terms of Article 56 of the 

Namibian Constitution. 

 

The Vision statement of the Windhoek College of Education reads as follows:  

 

To be the first choice for dynamic and world class teacher education. 

 

In support of that, the Mission Statement states: 

 

To prepare and develop professional and reflective teachers with 
appropriate values through relevant and dynamic programmes, whilst 
being responsive to the needs of the wider community (WCE 
Informatica 2000:1). 
 

The vision and mission statements of the Windhoek College of Education do not 

specify diversity, but their aim to produce “reflective teachers with appropriate 
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values” could be interpreted as having in mind teachers who can respond to the needs 

of all learners.  It is not specified how the College intends to respond to diversity 

among its own students. 

 

The Windhoek College of Education had a total 613 students for the year 2008, of 

which 255 were male and 358 were female. Out of these, seven students were 

identified as having disabilities.   

 

5.3.3.3.2 Identified students with disabilities 

 

 

Table 5:  WCE: Identified students with disabilities 

Name (*) of Student Sex Type / Category of 
Disability  

Course and Year of Study 

1. J. Hailombe Male 
Physical Disability 
(Affected by polio) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 3 

2. M. Martin Male Physical Impairment (Has 
artificial leg) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 2 

3. K. Kuzatjike Female Physical Impairment 
(Dwarfism) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 2 

4. E. Luwaa Male Physical Impairment (Has a 
short leg) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 2 

5. D. Kaakunga Female Physical Impairment (Uses 
Wheelchair) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 2 

6. C. Albert Female Physical Disability 
(Unspecified) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 3 

7. C. Iyambo Female 
Physical & Health 
Impairment 
(Has a “Hunchback”) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 3 

 
Note: Pseudonyms were used, except in cases where respondents opted to use their actual names. 
 

All seven students with disabilities identified had physical disabilities. 

 

 
5.3.3.3.3 Identification strategies used by Windhoek College of Education 

The institution relied on the following strategies to acquire disability data: 

• Students disclose by affirming to the question on the application form 

that asks applicants to indicate whether or not they have a disability. 
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• Students inform the Counseling Committee about their disabilities if 

they need specific services or assistance. 

• Observation. 

 

All identified students have physical disabilities.  This leaves the researcher to wonder 

whether these were the only disabilities students in this specific institution have, or 

whether disability is interpreted as “physical disability.” 

 

 
5.3.3.3.4 Institutional support for students with disabilities 

The institution has no specific support mechanisms for students with disabilities.  

Students with disabilities benefit from student services just as any other student.  They 

are free to approach the student counseling services, should they need assistance.  As 

with the previous institution, it was left to students to ask for assistance.  Where 

students do not know their needs, or are inhibited by cultural and social factors, such 

students are likely not to access services that could have enhanced their studies. 

 

 

5.3.3.3.5 Common challenges of students with disabilities that have been 

brought under the attention of the Office of the Rectorate 

• As can be deduced from Table 4, most students identified are those with 

physical disabilities. Their challenges are mainly mobility, in terms of getting 

access to certain buildings for lectures, meetings, and entertainment.   

• Students without disabilities have been observed as at times being insensitive 

to students with disabilities. 

• The physical infrastructure of the institution poses challenges to students with 

disabilities, and a submission was made to the government to help them make 

the campus more disability-friendly. 

 
5.3.3.3.6 

 

Main challenges of the institution regarding support services to 

students with disabilities 

The following challenges have been identified as the most pressing ones: 

• The lack of modified infrastructure to facilitate mobility and access for 

students who use wheelchairs. 
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• Lack of space where students with disabilities could be counseled. 

 

It can be concluded from the data provided above that the institution has made certain 

efforts and strides to accommodate and meet the needs of students with disabilities.  

However, if they are to function more efficiently as an inclusive education institution 

and in accordance with their mission and vision, they will have to make some critical 

adjustments to institutional culture and structures.   

 

 

5.3.3.4 Disability data: Ongwediva College of Education 

5.3.3.4.1 Brief background of the institution 

 

The Ongwediva College of Education was established by the Teacher Education 

Colleges Act No. 25 of 2003, in terms of Article 56 of the Namibian Constitution.  

The Ongwediva College was opened in January 1992.   

 

For the 2008 academic year, the OCE had a total of 906 students, of whom 407 were 

female and 499 were male. 

 

5.3.3.4.2 Identified students with disabilities at OCE 
 

As can be seen in the table six below, eight students with disabilities were identified 

at the OCE.  All identified disabilities were visible or observable in nature. 
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Table 6:  OCE: Identified students with disabilities 

Name (*) of Student Sex Type / Category of 
Disability  

Course and Year of 
Study 

1. Ngola Alexander Male Visual Impairment 
Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 2 

1. Neumbo Laina Female Visual Impairment  Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 3 

4.  Hamwele  Moses Female Visual and Physical 
Impairment  

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 3 

4. Joseph Foibe Female Visual Impairment  Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 1 

5. Linus Shikomba Male Visual Impairment  Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 1 

6. Kamati Michael Female Visual Impairment Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 3 

7. Mulongeni Justy Female Physical Impairment 
(Has a “Hunchback”) 

Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 1 

8.  Haufiku Rachel Female Partial Visual Impairment Basic Education Teachers’ 
Diploma Year 2 

 

 

 

5.3.3.4.3 Identification strategies used by Ongwediva College of Education 

The institution relied on the following strategies to acquire disability data: 

• Students come with reference letters from their previous schools appealing 

for admission based on the Affirmative Action Act in which persons with 

disabilities are to be given preferential treatment in admission and/ or 

employment. 

• Students register with the Special Needs Unit and disclose their disabilities if 

they need specific services or assistance. 

• They indicate that they do have a disability on the application form.  

 

All identified students have either visual or physical disabilities. It is known that the 

OCE has some facilities to support students with visual impairment. The OCE was 

selected by the Ministry of Education for the piloting of a project of inclusion of 

students with visual impairment in higher education.  This selection was mainly based 

on the proximity of the OCE to the special and inclusive schools in the Oshana 

Region. The inclusive secondary school, namely Gabriel Taapopi Secondary School, 

accommodates students with visual impairment after their completion of grade ten at 
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the Eluwa Special School which is located in this same region.  It was easier for 

students who graduated at Gabriel Taapopi to be included in OCE, without major 

environmental and family arrangements. 

 

5.3.3.4.4 Institutional support for students with disabilities 

 

This is one of the institutions where inclusion was planned and officially implemented 

by way of a pilot project in 2004 by the Ministry of Education.  A Special Needs Unit 

was established and staff was allocated to it. The key respondent revealed that the 

institution has dedicated lecturers and support staff who have the interest of students 

with disabilities at heart.  Students have free access to the special needs unit and its 

coordinators and have few difficulties regarding access of alternative material and 

moral support. 

 

5.3.3.4.5 Common challenges of students with disabilities that have been 

brought under the attention of the special needs unit and office of the 

Rectorate 

 

The lack of adequate material in Braille format, and the time it takes to get the 

prescribed books printed were the two major problems mentioned by the institutional 

key informant. 

 

5.3.3.4.6 Main challenges of the institution regarding support services to 

students with disabilities 

 

Support staff revealed that they felt awkward to tell students that the institution only 

provides additional support to students with visual impairment and not to others. This, 

they felt, could be perceived as discrimination against those with other types of 

special needs. 

 

They would love to see the special needs unit expand in terms of human and material 

resources, to be able to cater for more students with special needs. 
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5.3.3.5 Disability data: Rundu College of Education 

5.3.3.5.1 Brief background of the institution 

 

The Rundu College of Education was established by the Teacher Education Colleges 

Act No. 25 of 2003, in terms of Article 56 of the Namibian Constitution. The Rundu 

College of Education was opened on 12 April 1996 by the then Right Honorable 

Prime Minister Dr. Hage Geingob. 

 

Its vision statement reads as follows: 

 

To provide first class teacher education in order to meet the challenges 
of equitable and quality education. 

 

In support of its vision, the mission statement states that it will strive: 

 

To provide a stimulating environment that fosters the development of 
competent professional teachers. 
 

In its vision statement, the RCE makes a promise to “equitable quality education”.  

This gives the RCE good grounds to take up the challenges posed by inclusive 

education to institutions by rendering support services to students with disabilities.  

However, it was not clear whether the mission was a shared goal by which staff and 

students were driven to create an environment that is welcoming and responsive to 

diversity, and especially pertaining to students with disabilities. 

 

For the 2008 academic year, the Rundu College of Education had 383 students, of 

which 204 were female and 179 were male. 

 

5.3.3.5.2 Numbers and categories of disabilities 

 

 

As can be seen from table seven below, three students with disabilities were identified 

at the RCE.  All disabilities were visible or observable in nature. 
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Table 7: RCE: Identified students with disabilities 

Name (*) of Student Sex Type / Category of 
Disability  

Course and Year of 
Study 

1.Jonas Sintjapa Male Physical Disability BETD 3rd 
2.Emily Kakwenga Female Physical Disability BETD 2nd 
3.Markus Thomas Male Albinism BETD 1st 
 
Note: Pseudonyms were used, except in cases where respondents opted to use their actual names. 
 

5.3.3.5.3 Identification strategies used by the RCE  

 

The two senior members of college management who served as respondents on behalf 

of the institution revealed that they relied on the following identification strategies: 

• Observation 

• Disclosure through application form 

• Disclosure when students are in need of services 

 

5.3.3.5.4 Institutional support services for students with disabilities 

 

The institution had no specified support services for students with disabilities.  

However, they had an in-house policy that gives preference to students with 

disabilities in acquiring hostel accommodation.  

 

5.3.3.5.5 Common challenges of students with disabilities that have been 

brought under the attention of the Rector’s office

 

  

 

The office of the Rector only received challenges with regard to transport, especially 

before students with disabilities were admitted to the hostel.  Like other students, they 

also had individual requests for extension of dates for assignments, but mostly those 

issues were dealt with by individual lecturers. 

5.3.3.5.6 Main challenges of the institution regarding students with disabilities 

 

• Not knowing about the disabilities of students. 

• Staff is not trained to support students with disabilities. 
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• Some people in the college have negative attitudes towards students with 

disabilities, which are difficult to address and change. 

 

Although it has a mission statement that is comprehensive and demonstrates 

commitment to equitable quality education, services to students with disabilities do 

not necessarily reflect congruence with such mission statement.  The institution, 

however, had in-house policies in place that suggest willingness to support students as 

far as they can.  It is assumed that with more sensitization, coupled with a ground-

level physical infrastructure, the RCE has great potential to develop into an inclusive 

education institution that lives up to its mission statement as far as disability issues are 

concerned.   

 

 

5.3.3.6 Disability data: Caprivi College of Education 

5.3.3.6.1 Brief background of the institution 

 

 

The Caprivi College of Education was opened on 18 April 1996 by the then Deputy-

Minister of Education, Honourable Buddy Wentworth. 

The CCE had a total number of 389 students for the 2008 academic year of which 173 

were female and 216 were male.  The CCE had 70 staff members. 

 

 

The CCE vision and mission read as follows: 

 

“Our vision is to become the leading center of professional excellence 
in teacher-education, striving to continued development, offering a 
diversified field of study and producing quality teachers who are 
competent, committed and dedicated” (CCE Vision Statement). 

• 

Our mission is to: 

• 

Equip our teachers with knowledge, skills, values and attitudes in order 
to be able to design appropriate learning experiences and opportunities 
for learners. 

• 

Develop student-teachers professional expertise by equipping them with 
learner-centered approaches. 
Promote critical enquiry and reflective practice among our students. 
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• 

• 

Develop a caring, effective and responsive management which ensures 
transparency and accountability in all the operations of the institution. 

• 

Offer a diverse range of courses for the community and strive to 
become an ever-growing, autonomous institution of higher learning. 

• 
Foster commitment and dedication among all staff members. 

• 

Ensure quality service delivery which is guided by customer-client 
conformance. 

• 

Create a formal working environment and foster respectful relations 
among students and staff members. 

• 

Integrate the use of information technology (IT) in all aspects of the 
institution. 

• 
Provide a stimulating teaching and learning environment. 

 

Encourage educational research at college, regional and international 
levels. 

5.3.3.6.2 Identified students with disabilities 

 

According to the key respondents, the CCE had 5 students with disabilities in the 

2008 academic year. 

 

Table 8: CCE: Identified students with disabilities 

 

Name of Student Sex Type / Category of Disability Course and Year of Study 

1. Simasiku 
Simasiku Male Dwarfism BETD, 3rd 

2. Amelia 
Johannes Female Hearing Impairment BETD, 3rd 

3. Engelhard 
Uukumwe Male Albinism BETD, 2nd 

4. Agnes Phiri Female Physical Disability BETD, 1st 

5. Lovemore 
McBright Male Poor Vision BETD, 3rd 

 

 
Note: Pseudonyms were used, except in cases where respondents opted to use their actual names. 
 

5.3.3.6.3 

 

Identification strategies used by CCE 

• 

The institution made use of the following two strategies to identify the occurrence of 

disability among its students: 

• 

Disclosure through the application form 

Observation 
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5.3.3.6.4  Institutional support service for students with disabilities 

 

 

The respondents revealed that, like the rest of the students, students with disabilities 

benefit from all student services.  These include transport when students have to see 

doctors, counseling when they request it, and many other services.  In addition, 

students with disabilities are admitted to the institution as per Affirmative Action 

Guidelines.  This means that if two students are competing for vacancies in the 

institution and one has a disability, the student with disability will get preference over 

the one without disability. 

5.3.3.6.5 Common challenges of students with disabilities that have been 

brought under the attention of the Office of the Rector 

 

 

Apart from requests for hostel admission, the respondents were not aware of any 

challenges of students with disabilities.  However, as an institution, they often found 

themselves in a dilemma.  Without sufficient training in special education, they did 

not always know how to treat students with disabilities. 

5.3.3.6.6 Main challenges of the institution regarding support services to 

students with disabilities 

 

 

The institution would need someone knowledgeable about disability issues to give 

them an orientation toward the best approaches to the needed support for students 

with disabilities. 

 

5.3.4 Summary of institutional data acquired through the 

preliminary survey 

Based on data acquired from institutions through the ten-item questionnaire sent and 

administered with them, some major conclusions can be made regarding institutional 

standpoints and provisions for students with disabilities.  These are presented briefly 

below: 
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5.3.4.1 Prevalence of disability in higher education institutions 

All six institutions have registered students with disabilities in the academic year in 

which data was collected.  Although the researcher did not aim to determine whether 

or not the institutional administration knew about the students’ disability statuses prior 

to admitting them, it is safe to say that in all institutions, disability was not used as an 

exclusive measure in admitting students to the institutions of higher education in 

Namibia. 

 

Institutions shared the same identification strategies to determine the prevalence of 

disabilities among the student populations: (1) disclosure in application form, (2) 

observation and (3) disclosure when students request services or concessions.  All 

institutions also revealed that students were reluctant to disclose their disabilities.   

 

Given the lack of, or the minimal services and provisions for students with disabilities 

as discussed above, it is not surprising that students did not disclose willingly.  If one 

has no reason to disclose, or if after disclosure one does not observe any benefits, it 

could be discouraging to continue doing so.  It is believed that, if institutions gear 

their limited resources and combine those with positive attitudes and practices that 

embrace inclusion, more students will disclose their disabilities, especially if 

disclosure is accompanied by certain provisions and concessions (Suwanabroma & 

Gamage 2008: 57). 

 

Based on the quantitative survey, higher education institutions had a total number of 

44 students with disabilities out of a total of 18 582 students registered in the six 

institutions of higher education in 2008.  Most of the students with disabilities had 

physical and or sensory disabilities.  This finding is supported by those of UNESCO 

(1999:8) which revealed that most of the students identified by institutions as having 

disabilities were those with physical and visual impairments.  The finding is in 

conflict with those of many universities in western countries that reveal that the 

majority of students with disabilities in higher education are those with learning and 

health disabilities.  This discrepancy can be attributed to the absence of assessments 

for learning disabilities in the Namibian education system.  In Namibia, not many 

students will have an assessment-report when they enter higher education.  At school 
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level, learners are referred for assessment only when teachers express the need for 

such and for placement in a special school.  And students who have an assessment are 

less likely to disclose that as a disability when they enter higher education, out of fear 

of being stigmatized. 

 

 

5.3.4.2 Institutional support for students with disabilities 

It was expected that, how institutions respond to disabilities would be dictated by their 

vision and mission statements.  Four out of six institutions had vision and mission 

statements that were indicative of inclusion of diversity, while the mission and vision 

statements of the other two institutions were rather general but still reflected the desire 

to serve as institutions of high quality that strive to work hard to produce 

professionals with values that will be appreciated by society.  It was found that there 

was minimal connection between the mission and vision statement and the practices 

of staff and students with regard to students with disability.   

 

In almost all institutions, the researcher was unable to find any links to the ethos as 

portrayed through vision and mission statements and the services rendered or not 

rendered to students with disabilities.  While that was the case, in almost all 

institutions, there existed a positive relationship between students with identified 

disabilities, and the person who served as “disability facilitator”.  In three institutions, 

it was clear that the formal arrangement of having someone who addresses disability 

issues was helpful and encouraged students to discuss their needs with the identified 

persons.  In the other three institutions, it appeared that persons responsible for 

disability issues were acting in an ad hoc capacity, and were not necessarily known to 

students as being responsible for disability issues. 

 

The research revealed that, two of the six institutions of higher education had 

formulated policies on students with disabilities, but and in both cases, the policies 

were in draft form.  In one institution, it was reported that there was a committee 

working on a draft policy.  In all the institutions, the tacit policy was one of social 

justice and Education for All.  Some of the institutions used the Affirmative Action 

Act Guidelines (1998) to admit students with disabilities. 
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The research revealed that, in all but two higher education institutions, there was no 

institutional provision, be it by funding formula or other mechanism, specifically 

allocated to the provision of resources for students with disabilities.  All institutions 

maintained that students with disabilities were catered for by general student services 

just like the rest of the students.  Data revealed that most institutions in England found 

themselves in this position during the 1990’s (Parker 1999:485).  

 

With the exception of a few, the majority of students with disabilities in Namibia were 

expected to rely on the repayable government loan given to all other students that 

have applied and secured it.  The loan amount is fixed and does not take into 

consideration the additional needs of students with disabilities.  In some of the 

institutions, students with disabilities and special needs benefited from funding from 

sympathizing organizations.  

 

Parker (1999:487) further maintains that when most students with disabilities come to 

higher education institutions, they will have had some form of support, be it 

institutional or family care, and that at times such support will be more than what is 

needed, to the detriment of the students’ opportunities to develop independent living 

skills.  Many students in Namibia had limited or non-existent institutional support.  

Some relied on family care support, whereas others relied heavily on volunteering 

friends or just fellow students.  The latter form of support, which is largely 

unorganized, posed problems to students who often found themselves stranded, 

without an assistant to help them move from one point to another. 

 

Human resource support to most Namibian students with disabilities in higher 

education institutions, in terms of personal assistants, was self-organized or 

volunteered on a non-secured basis. They could be paid or unpaid, trained or 

untrained.  In two of the institutions, student-assistants were appointed at a minimal 

rate, to support students who are blind. 

 

Support to students was delivered in a fragmented approach.  In some cases, students 

with disabilities were supported as part of the general student services.  Where 

disability-specific services where available, they did not have staff only dedicated to 

render disability services.  They relied mostly on volunteers and part-time human 
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resources.  The researcher believes that, as long as the disability services continue to 

rely on contractual staff without committing one or two nationals as understudies to 

take over from volunteers at the end of their contracts, the disability offices will 

repeatedly be faced the same challenges of finding support staff for students with 

disabilities. 

 

 

5.3.4.3 Challenges of students with disabilities from the perspective of 

institutions 

In all but one institution, key respondents were aware of the needs of students with 

disabilities.  The challenges were largely based on institutional infrastructures that 

made it difficult for students with disabilities to access venues, as well as lack of 

space for recreation and counseling.  In some cases, transport of students with 

disabilities to and from the institutions was raised as a challenge. 

 

In two institutions, key respondents have reported of efforts made by the institutions 

to minimize infrastructural challenges, whereas in the remaining four institutions, 

there seemed to be minimal efforts from the side of the institutions or the government 

office responsible, to address the challenges.  It was not clear whether or not requests 

to improve the environment were made to the relevant offices.  Almost all institutions 

raised financial challenges in addressing the needs of students with disabilities.  In 

one institution, the desire for knowledge and skills to support students with disabilities 

better was expressed.  In two institutions, it was reported that attitudes of some 

students without disabilities toward those with disabilities were negative and posed as 

barriers to students with disabilities.  In two institutions, the lack of material in Braille 

format was raised as a challenge, while the inability of institutions to cater for 

students from a variety of disability groups was found to be discriminatory by the 

same two institutions. 

 

While acknowledging the challenges of institutions as described above, especially 

those regarding financial resources and equipment, the researcher got the impression 

that, if the principles of inclusive education were shared and embraced by the whole 

institution communities, and everybody was sensitized to strive to achieve their 
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mission and vision, students with disabilities would experience fewer challenges than 

they do in the current situation. 

 

The following major conclusions can thus be made from phase one of the data: 

• Institutions of higher education had the capacity to identify students with 

disabilities.  However, more identification strategies should be explored, to 

make sure that identification does not only focus on students with observable 

disabilities. 

• It is of vital importance that the strengthening of identification strategies is 

accompanied by enhanced services for students with disabilities.  It is possible 

that the lack of coordinated services for students with disabilities have 

prohibited students from disclosing their disabilities. 

• In all but two institutions, the researcher had the impression that the 

respondents had a good conceptual understanding of inclusive education.  

What was unclear, however, was whether their understanding and position 

regarding inclusive education were shared with the rest of the institutions’ key 

players. 

• Respondents in all institutions indicated that they were inhibited by the lack of 

funds to provide better services for students with disabilities.  It was not within 

the scope of this research to determine if tangible efforts were made to this 

end.  All institutions had the potential to address some of the special needs 

students with disabilities had with limited, or with no funding at all. 

• The awareness of institutions of the special needs of students with disabilities 

was not accompanied by relevant responses to such needs.  In most institutions 

of higher education, there was a gap between knowledge and actions.  

Mushaandja (2007:50) asserts that knowledge not accompanied by actions is 

of little significance, as knowledge and action are inseparable.  Professional 

development efforts could be embarked upon in institutions of higher 

education to narrow the gap between knowledge, attitudes, and values, and 

actions in support of this knowledge. 

 

The findings of phase one (quantitative survey) of this research, which explored 

institutional provisions for students with disabilities, raised questions regarding 
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successes of the higher education institution as a micro-system, thus “a place where 

people can readily engage in face to face interactions” and where “the factors of 

activity, role and interpersonal relation constitute elements or building blocks of the 

micro-system” (Bronfenbrenner 1979:22). The researcher questions the responsive-

ness of both the physical and social environment of institutions of higher education to 

facilitate and shape psychological well-being and give meaning to the lives of 

students with disabilities.  In environments in which certain groups are limited in 

interaction with others, the outcome is an incomplete social network (Bronfenbrenner 

1979:81).  The ideal situation is where in a given micro- or meso-system, every 

member at some point is given opportunities to interact with every other member to 

create a closed social network.  Social networks can occur within one particular level 

of the ecological system, but the most common and effective social networks are 

those that extend between levels.  Universities and colleges are ideal socialization 

points, but if some of their members are excluded, they may fail to create those 

needed closed social networks.  The researcher is under no circumstances passing 

judgment.  The researcher is simply identifying a gap and part of this gap is whether 

inclusive education has been discussed, understood and a shared consensus been 

reached among stakeholders in institutions of higher education. 

 

 

5.3.4.4 Concluding statement for phase one data 

Phase one of the research, which largely utilized the quantitative methodology, served 

a dual purpose.  Firstly, it was to assess how institutions of higher education made 

provisions for students with disabilities, and how they managed issues arising for 

these students.  Secondly, it was aimed to provide baseline data that was needed to 

inform the sample of the main research, which utilized the qualitative methodology. 
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5.4 PHASE TWO: DATA OBTAINED FROM STUDENTS 

WITH DISABILITIES 
 

5.4.1 Introduction 
 

While data for phase one was presented and analyzed in an indirect, second voice 

format, the majority of the data in phase two will be largely presented verbatim.  This 

decision was taken in order to do justice to the narrative inquiry and to retain the 

voice of the respondents.  The direct quotes from any of the research instruments 

(diaries or interviews) are presented in italics (12 point) while the researcher’s 

comments or questions appear in italics (14 point).  

 

As explained in phase one, the researcher requested permission from the respondents 

to use their actual names or to provide the researcher with names they would like her 

to use throughout the research process to represent them.  The majority of the 

respondents opted to use their own names, while a few chose “research names.” 

 

The researcher also explained to the respondents the possible implications of having 

their photographs and names in the report, and gave them the option to use their own 

photographs, or to have their identity hidden.  The majority of respondents expressed 

clearly that they needed their names and identity to be presented as it is and they had 

no intention to hide their identities.  They regarded themselves as representatives of a 

group of students that is often marginalized and have now been given an opportunity 

to speak on their own behalf, as well as on behalf of other students with disabilities 

who will follow them.  As a result, most of them chose to use their own names and be 

depicted in the pictures in a recognizable format.  This standpoint is representative of 

affirmation model thinking (Swain & French 2000:574). 

 
5.4.2 The sample of students who participated in the main research 
 
As discussed earlier, there are six institutions of higher education, falling under the 

responsibility of higher education directorate of the Ministry of Education in Namibia.  

All institutions of higher education were included in the sample after they all 

consented to participate and all indicated that they have students with disabilities.  
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The main sample consisted of 15 case studies; comprised of students with disabilities 

from the forty-four students with disabilities identified during phase one of the study 

from the six different higher education institutions.  As described in chapter four, their 

selection was based on the willingness of the identified students with disabilities to 

participate in the study.  All 44 students were given an option to participate in the 

study.  Four of the higher education institutions were colleges of education, one was a 

Polytechnic and one was a national university.   

 

Table 9: Sample of respondents in the main research 

Student Type of Disability Institution Course of 
Study 

Year of Study 

Agnes Physical Disability 
(Uses Wheelchair) 

Polytechnic of 
Namibia 

Information 
Technology 3rd Year 

Deo Paraplegia (Uses 
Wheelchair) WCE BETD 3rd Year 

Hope SEBD CCE BETD 3rd Year 

Kama Albinism & Partial 
Visual Impairment OCE BETD 1st Year 

Kakwenga Physical Disability 
(Uses a crutch) RCE BETD 2nd Year 

Kengeza Dwarfism WCE BETD 2nd  Year 
Linus Blindness OCE BETD 1st Year 

Matsi Blindness UNAM Masters in 
Psychology 1st Year 

Nancy Albinism & Visual 
Impairment 

 
OCE BETD 1st Year 

Once 
Physical 
Impairment 
(Artificial limb) 

WCE BETD 2nd Year 

Patti 

Physical Disability 
(Uses Wheelchair, 
Hands affected by 
paralysis). 

UNAM 
Bachelor of 
Business 
Administration 

1st Year 

Simasiku Physical Disability 
(Dwarfism) CCE BETD 3rd Year 

Sintjapa Jonas 
Physical Disability 
(Uses artificial 
limb) 

RCE BETD 3rd Year 

Silas Physical Disability 
(Uses Wheelchair) 

Polytechnic of  
Namibia Economics 2nd Year 

Silas Physical Disability 
(Uses Wheelchair) 

Polytechnic of  
Namibia Economics 2nd Year 

Valentine Partial Visual 
Impairment OCE BETD 2nd Year 

 
Pseudonyms were used, unless respondents opted to use their actual names.  Respondents chose the pseudonyms themselves. 
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5.4.3 Introducing the main respondents 
 

In this section, the researcher attempts to introduce the main respondents of the study 

to the readership.  Information for this section was acquired through the biographical 

data at the beginning of the diary, where the researcher asked respondents to write 

about who they are, that is, to introduce themselves to the researcher in any way they 

would like. 

 

Under this particular theme, respondents are presented using the names they have 

chosen themselves, but in further themes, the researcher’s discretion for the use of 

names applies.  For confidentiality purposes, Cases will replace respondents’ names in 

the rest of the presentation and discussion of data. 

 

 

5.4.3.1 Age distribution of respondents 

 

Figure 7: Age distribution of sample 

 
 
 

The above figure illustrates that three respondents were 20 years old, two were 21 

years old, four were 22 years old, one was 23 years old, one was 24 years old, three 

were 25 years old; none of the respondents was 26 years old, while one respondent 

was 27 years old.  It can be concluded that the ages of respondents ranged between 20 

0

1

2

3

4

20 
years

21 
years

22 
years

23 
years

24 
years

25 
years

26 
years

27 
years

N
um

be
r 

of
 r

es
po

nd
en

ts

Age

Age - range of respondents

Series1



244 
 

and 27 years old.  This age-distribution would be similar for students who do not have 

disabilities in higher education in Namibia.  This also indicates that students with 

disabilities are able to enter higher education at the same time as their peers without 

disabilities.  This is indeed a good indicator of access of higher education to students 

with disabilities.  

 

 
5.4.3.2 Sex-distribution of respondents 

 
Figure 8: Sex of respondents 

 
 

The above figure illustrates that there was a good male - female ratio in the sample. 

Out of a total of 15 respondents, seven were female and eight were male.  It has to be 

noted that the researcher did not use either age or sex as criteria for the sample. 
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5.4.3.3 Nature of disabilities of respondents 

 
Figure 9: Nature of disabilities 

 
 
 
The above figure illustrates that three of the respondents had visual impairment, of 

whom two were blind and one had partial visual impairment.  Two other respondents 

described themselves as having visual impairment and albinism.  Nine respondents 

classified themselves under the physical disability category, and only one respondent 

identified herself as having an emotional difficulty.  The absence of students with 

hearing impairment in the sample raises concerns for the access of persons with 

hearing impairment to higher education. 

 

It has to be noted that classification of disability was done merely to justify why 

particular students were included in the sample. The researcher had no intention to 

label the respondents.  The social model has taken central position in the current 

study, and in that model, categorization is discouraged.  Social-model advocates 

believe that the failure of the environment to support persons with disabilities creates 

limitations, rather than the impairment itself.  Therefore, there is no need to know 

what type of disability a person has.  All that is needed is to create supportive 

environments in which everybody would feel embraced.  After identification of 

respondents was completed, respondents were not asked to spell out the types of 

disability they have. 
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5.4.3.4 Biographical information of respondents, provided by respondents 

Kengeza is a 20 year old female student at the time of data collection.  She is one of 

six siblings. She was a second year student at a teacher-education institution in 

Windhoek, although she hails from the northern town of Grootfontein in 

Otjozondjupa region.  She describes her disability as dwarfism that occurred during 

prenatal development.  She is fond of sport and holds a leadership position in her 

institution. 

 

Deo is a 25 year old female student at a teacher-education institution in Windhoek.  

She was born in Angola at the time of the liberation struggle of Namibia.  She 

describes her disability as paraplegia, originating from a spinal cord injury she 

endured early in life.  That is the reason why she uses a wheelchair. 

 

Once is a 20 year old male student at a teacher-education institution in Windhoek.  He 

hails from the northern town of Ruacana in Omusati region.  He has a physical 

disability that resulted from a landmine explosion.  He uses an artificial leg.  Although 

his disability is less visible, he cannot stop thinking about the days he used to play 

soccer and do all the things boys in his village used to do. 

 

Agnes is a 22-year old female student who was born and grew up in the north-central 

town of Rundu in the Kavango region. At the time of data collection, she was a third-

year student at the Polytechnic of Namibia in Windhoek.  She has a physical disability 

and uses a wheelchair for mobility.  The eldest of five children born to a single 

mother, she regards herself as a fighter.  She was raised by her grandmother, who 

carried her to school and back when she was at primary school.  Her grandmother 

later registered her in a special school in the Caprivi region where she completed 

Grade 12.  Although she does not mention her disability in her profile, she said that 

she was an inspiration for other disabled girls who thought the life of a disabled girl 

was worthless. 

 

Silas is a 21 year-old male student at the Polytechnic of Namibia in Windhoek.  At the 

time of data collection, he was a second year information technology student.  He was 
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born in Angola during the liberation struggle. At the age of three, he suffered a polio 

attack that left his legs paralyzed.  He uses a wheelchair. 

 

Valentine is a 24 year old female student.  She was a second-year student at a teacher-

education institution in the northern part of Namibia.  She was born in Ombaha, 

Oshikoto region where she lives with her six siblings and parents.  She describes her 

disability as partial visual impairment, as she has only one eye. 

 

Nancy is a 20-year old female student in her first year of study at a teacher-education 

institution in northern Namibia.  She was born in Windhoek, Khomas region, but 

grew up in the north with her parents and two sisters.  She describes her disability as 

albinism. 

 

Moses Kama is a 21-year old male, first-year student at the northern teacher-education 

institution in Ongwediva, Oshana region.  He was born in Ondangwa, Oshana region.  

The family then moved from there to Eenhana, Ohangwena region. He had to leave 

school for two years when his eye-sight started deteriorating.  He describes his 

disability as “partially sighted.”  Although he also has albinism, he does not refer to it 

as a disability, as he justifies in his own words: “I do not have a problem with my skin 

colour.” 

 

Linus is a 22-year old male first year student at the northern teacher-education 

institution.  He was born in northern Namibia but soon after his birth, his mother went 

to the city and left him to his grandmother to raise.  He is the first-born child of his 

mother, and has three younger brothers.  He also has six half-sisters and three half-

brothers. He has an elder sister who has hearing impairment.  He describes himself as 

a visually impaired person. And he proclaims in his profile: “In essence, for me 

having a visual impairment does not make me different from others in the society.” He 

has congenital blindness.  He started primary school in a special school and went to an 

inclusive school for senior secondary education, before he joined the college of 

education. 

 

Simasiku is a 22-year old student born and bred in Katima Mulilo in the Caprivi 

region. He is one of three siblings with one sister and two brothers.  He lives with 
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both his parents who are unemployed and rely only on subsistence farming. About his 

disability, he says it was congenital and is natural.  “I am suffering from dwarfism” 

(physical disability).   

 

Hope is a 23 year old female, second-year student at the north-eastern teacher-

education institution in the Caprivi region.   She has 12 siblings in total; four from her 

mother’s and seven from her father’s side.  She is her mother’s last born.  She 

describes her disability as mood swings resulting from childhood trauma. 

 

Jonas Sintjapa, 27 years old, resides at Nkurenkuru, and is a student at a teacher-

education institution in the north-central part of the country, in the Kavango region.  

He is the third born in his family and has two sisters and three young brothers.  He 

acquired a physical disability after being shot in the leg by a security officer when he 

was in grade 12.  This resulted in his leg being amputated. 

 

Emily is a female born 22 years ago at Kake village in the Kavango region.  She is a 

second year student at a teacher-education institution in the north-eastern part of the 

country, in the Kavango region. She is second-born in a family of seven children.  

When she was 5 years old, she felt sick with polio.  After two weeks, her right leg 

became paralysed.  The paralysis kept coming and going, and currently, her right leg 

is very weak, and smaller than the other.  This means, she says: “I am physically 

disabled.”  She says that she is the first to complete secondary school and enter higher 

education in her family, and that is her inspiration because almost everybody laughed 

at her as she went through all the struggles of completing school. 

 

Patti, 25 years old, is a male student at the national university.  He was born in 

Okakarara, Otjozondjupa region and was raised by his grandmother because it was 

normal practice in his culture for children to be raised by their grandparents.  He has 

fond memories of his childhood growing up in a house full of people.  There were 

eight people in the house.  As a result, there was always someone to talk to, or a 

shoulder to cry on.  He talks with affection about his grandmother, who he says, 

inspired him a lot.  He has a physical disability and uses a wheelchair. 
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Matsi was born 25 years ago at Onakazizi village in the Olukonda constituency of the 

Oshikoto region. He has five siblings, three sisters and two brothers.  He is currently a 

post-graduate student at the national university where he also completed his first 

degree. He lost his sight at the age of eight due to an unknown illness. 

 

The majority of respondents were born in Namibia and like many other children, were 

raised by their parents or grandparents.  In their discussion of their childhood 

experiences, respondents revealed how, in most cases, negatively disability was 

perceived by their communities during their childhood years.   

 

Only three of the respondents attended special schools, while the rest attended regular 

schools with no provision whatsoever for their special needs.  One of the respondents 

was one of the pioneers at the first inclusive school in Namibia and received better 

provision there than he has experienced in the higher education institution he was 

attending. 

 

It was obvious that in their biographies, respondents in this study did not patronize 

disability, and did not view disability as a barrier.  None of the respondents described 

disability as unfortunate or as an “affliction” (Michalko 2009:65).  There was an 

observable shift in the perceptions of disability by students with disabilities; a mind 

shift from the medical, to the social and perhaps the affirmation model view of 

disability.  This finding contradicts those of Singh and Ghai (2008:139), who describe 

that children with disabilities used negative labels assigned to them by the society, as 

they described disability with deficit vocabulary and continuously referring to “like 

them” (those without disabilities) and “like us” (those with disabilities).  This 

proliferation was indicative of a gap between children or persons with disabilities, and 

those with whom they interact.  The researcher can attribute the mind shift in students 

with disabilities to adulthood and resilience developed following unpleasant 

childhood experiences.  Cognitive development, as described at length in chapter 

three, reaches its peak during late adolescence and early adulthood and this could 

have created positive outcomes for students with disabilities to assert themselves 

differently in their day by day lives. 
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5.4.3.5 The complexity of inclusive education in institutions of higher education 

With this theme, the researcher attempts to sketch the relationship between 

institutional cultures and structures and students with disabilities, and how the one 

impacted on the other during the research period. 

 

As has been described in chapter three as well as in the beginning of this chapter, 

institutional cultures and structures do not always support the smooth functioning of 

students with disabilities.  The situation was complex as students with disabilities 

eagerly and rightfully applied to institutions of higher education, and institutions also, 

with good intentions, admitted students with disabilities.  It is what happened after 

admission that made the situation even more complex, as is demonstrated by various 

respondents in this research. 

 

Students with mobility barriers, more specifically those using wheelchairs, largely 

relied on informal assistance provided by family and friends and at no cost from the 

side of the institution.  One of the students related her experience with the Human 

Movement Education class as follows: 

 

“The class is in the main hall on campus.  Guess where?  It’s up on the 
stage!!!  How do I get up the stage?  I have to be carried by five guys in 
my class.  They always forget me and the lecturer has to remind them.  
My heart is always in my throat – I am terrified that they drop me.  I 
hate this so much!!! I hate HME!!!” 
 
When the class is over, I have to be carried down the stage.  The guys 
in my class dodge and disappear one-by-one.  I am shy to call for help.  
One of my classmates is usually the one who always helps me and calls 
the other guys to come back.  I hate this because I can tell they don’t 
really want to help” (Deo, Diary entry, 22 July 2008). 
 

 
 
The element of space is important for this respondent.  She has to be aware of the 

barriers in her environment almost all the time.  She also has to determine her support 

system almost all the time.  She depends on others to move from one venue to 

another, and this happens every forty five minutes, except in cases of double periods. 

In both the verbal and visual presentation above, the respondent describes how she 
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has to confront stairs daily and how dependent she feels on others.  The respondent is 

reminded every day about diversity.  She expresses some of the emotions that 

accompany her being different.  She emphasizes total dependence in her use of 

phrases such as “I have to be carried”; “one of my classmates always helps me by 

calling the guys back”; “I hate this because I know they don’t really want to help”; 

“they always forget me”; I am terrified that they will drop me.”  These are realities 

for some students with disabilities. 

 

In most of the institutions, students were expected to function as independent 

individuals who are responsible for their own learning and socializing.  However, 

students with disabilities may need assistance in order to function independently 

(Parker 1999:487).  This finding makes it important for institutions to put in place a 

system of support that could remove feelings of anxiety and guilt among students with 

disabilities and their peers who have to render this support because they do not have a 

choice.  Perhaps, students could be asked to volunteer their services to students with 

disabilities and depending on the resources of the institution and the family, agree 

how such volunteers could be compensated.   

 

Students in the institutions of higher education in Namibia experienced difficulties 

ranging from accessing lecture rooms, libraries, sport fields, bathrooms and learning 

material.  In most cases, assistance was not rendered by the institution.  This is how 

one of the students depicts his access limitations (see visual 1) in relation to attached 

diary entry: 

 

“I am always experiencing problems when I have to take a bath.  It is 
very difficult for me to get under the shower because I have to take off 
my artificial leg, leaving me with no balance.  Last year I injured 
myself when I lost balance and fell” (Once, diary entry 27 July 2008). 
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Visual 1: Disability-unfriendly bathrooms 
 

 
 

The above photo taken by student to demonstrate that no provision is made to adapt 

bathrooms for the use of students with disabilities.  In this passage and picture, the 

respondent raises a critical issue of health and safety.  The passage takes the reader 

into the privacy of the life of the respondent, and introduces the reader to his daily 

struggle with an activity that is regarded as simple and fast by many other individuals.  

This respondent manages to bring to the fore how regular tasks and duties can become 

health hazards to persons with disabilities if attention is not given to bringing facilities 

to the required standards that are supportive to students with disabilities. 

 

Institutions may need to review their systems of rendering support to students with 

disabilities with special focus on adapting existing infrastructure to become more 

inclusive, policy formulation, funding, facilities, student-assistants and organization 

of lecture rooms. 
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5.4.3.6 The importance of support for students with disabilities 

5.4.3.6.1 Application process 

 

Respondents were asked how they applied to the particular institution of higher 

education, and why they chose a specific institution. Five of the respondents were 

supplied with application forms, or supported with the application process by a family 

member (one was a brother, one a parent, and three were cousins to the respondents).  

One (1) respondent acquired an application form by sending a friend to collect one 

and also assist with the completion thereof, while two (2) respondents personally 

collected application forms from the institutions, completed them and returned them 

to the respective institutions. The majority of respondents, seven (7), received 

application forms through their schools.  This was generally done by Life Skills 

teachers who normally request forms from various institutions and encourage students 

to apply according to their intended career choices. 

 
 

 
Figure 10: Support agents in application process 

 
 

 
Figure eight reveals that five respondents were supported by their family in the 

application process, one was supported by a friend, two personally collected and 

completed the application forms and seven of the respondents were supported by 

teachers at the secondary schools they were attending at the time of application. 
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It can be concluded that the secondary school where students attended school at the 

time of application played an important role in providing students with application 

forms and guiding the application process.  Family members were also a good support 

system in the application process.  Support given to students goes beyond the mere act 

of handing an application form to a student.  The researcher assumes that these 

support agents believed in the potential of the respondents to successfully pursue 

higher education.  This is a good indicator that those who supported students with 

disabilities with the application process believed in inclusive education. 

 

The majority of the respondents did not experience any challenges with regard to the 

application process and reported experiencing it smoothly. They reported that the 

question on the application form asking about disability was vague.  In addition to 

that, respondents did not see the need for such question if information that is collected 

is not used to their advantage.  On the majority of the application forms, the question 

read: “Do you have a physical disability?  Please explain.”  Respondents reported that 

they provided information, based on their understanding of the question.  One 

respondent said she went into the details of explaining that she was a dwarf.  Four of 

the respondents responded that they felt that the information they provided was not 

utilized to prepare for them.  One of the respondents describes it this way: 

 

“I affirmed that I have a disability and explained everything… that I 
use a wheelchair and cannot stay in a room that is upstairs unless there 
is a lift.  When I came, I discovered that nothing was done to make me 
feel that the information about my disability was asked for a good 
reason.  The day classes started, no arrangements were made for me.  I 
missed three classes in that first week.  All the classes were in a class 
upstairs.  I had to talk to the Head of Department to make 
arrangements.  Only then were classes re-scheduled.  I thought they 
asked the question to make arrangements, only to be told: “It’s none of 
my business; you have to get someone to help you!” (Case five 
interview).   

 

Only in two cases did the respondents experience that provision was made for them 

based on the information they provided about their disabilities in the application form.  

One respondent said he responded that he does not have a physical disability, but 

rather has visual impairment.  The latter statement suggests revision in some of the 
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application forms in the manner in which the question aimed at soliciting disability 

data is asked. 

 
5.4.3.6.2  Choice of higher education institution 
 

Respondents were asked why they opted to attend the particular higher education 

institutions where they were registered at the time of data collection.  Some of their 

responses are presented and discussed below. 

 
Case one, a female student, applied to the particular college because her sister was 

studying at the institution and the latter told her that the college was a good place.  

Also, the college was a small institution and she would not have to deal with too many 

people staring at her all the time.  She was sure that people would stare at her only for 

the first few days, and then it will be over.  She would also feel safe because of the 

sister’s presence, whom she was sure would show and tell her all she needs to know 

about the institution. 

 

Before applying to the college, Case two worked as a volunteer at the school for 

hearing impairment, imparting needlework skills to children with hearing 

impairments.  She soon realized that she needed a teaching qualification, and the 

college in her town was her first choice, as she could still live with her parents who 

continued to play an important role in her daily life.  Going away from home, she 

said, was not an option, as she depended a lot on her parents for mobility and other 

needs.  Asked why she did not opt for another institution offering teacher education 

programmes in her town, the respondent narrated that she studied at that particular 

institution before and dropped out due to interpersonal as well as environmental 

factors. 

 

Case four said that she never expected to leave home to attend a university.  But since 

her grandmother convinced her to attend high school in another part of the country, 

she decided to give it a try to go to a university, as long as she opted for a course that 

did not require a lot of movement.  She also applied to another institution in 

Windhoek, but her current institution admitted her. 
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Case six narrated that her original career desire was to become a nurse.  She applied 

for nursing and was rejected.  Teaching was her second option, and she applied to 

OCE and was admitted.  At college, she wanted to pursue Agriculture as a major, but 

to her disappointment, she was informed that everyone coming from Eluwa (Special 

school for children with visual and hearing impairments) is only allowed to specialize 

in languages.  The justification is that Agriculture is too practical, and for someone 

who has visual impairment, it would be too demanding.  She had no choice but to go 

for the language option, which she is currently pursuing. 

 

Case seven revealed that her decision to apply to her current college was to be in close 

proximity to her parents and family members, where she can easily reach them for her 

needs.   

 

“When you have a condition like mine (albinism), you need to be close 
to family.  They know all your needs.  When you run out of essentials, 
you can easily run home and get more.  Unlike when you are in 
Windhoek, far away!” 

 

Case eight also based his choice of institution on closeness to his home.  He argued 

that, if the teacher-education programme that is offered in his hometown is exactly the 

same as the one offered in Windhoek, Rundu and Katima Mulilo, he did not see any 

reason why one would go far away, creating transport expenses.  Secondly, he never 

wanted to study education, but because of lack of funds to finance the university 

course he wanted to pursue, he resorted to a college programme where a loan was 

automatically secured. 

 

For Case ten, it was important to be close to his family, on whom he heavily relies.  

He also confirmed that he prefers to be in an environment where people know him, in 

order to avoid discrimination. 

 

Case 12 said he wanted to become a teacher since there is a serious shortage of 

qualified teachers.  It was important for him to be close to family and to the hospital 

that has his history, and where he has developed a good relationship with staff.  Going 

to another town would mean starting to build new relationships, and that is not easy. 
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Case 13 did not have a specific preference of institution, as she applied to two other 

Colleges of Education.  After spending two years trying to find a job or finances to 

study, admission to the RCE was a great relief. 

 

Eight out of 15 respondents needed to be close to family and familiar environments 

while pursuing higher education. For three of the respondents, the loan offered by 

government to college students played an important role in determining their choice 

of institution.  Those guided by the financial aspect did not mind which college or 

university they would attend, as long as they had access to the loan.    Five of the 

respondents were guided by their study courses and were prepared to do it anywhere.   

 

It has to be noted that some of the respondents offered more than one reason and have 

thus been coded twice. 

 

 

Figure 11: Reasons for applying to particular institution 

 
 

It can be concluded that none of the respondents chose a particular institution based 

on its reputation of being disability-friendly.  It appears that although disability was a 

factor, respondents preferred to go to the institution where they could still rely on 
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external family support.  There seems to have been very little expectation of support 

from the various institutions of higher education. 

 

Another factor that informed the decision of students to apply to particular institutions 

was the availability of funding.  Many students applied to teacher-education 

institutions because of the funding provided by government in the form of a repayable 

study loan.  It has to be kept in mind that this variable is more likely to be the same 

for students without disabilities.  Although students with disabilities obviously have 

more needs than their counterparts without disabilities, the loan amount was the same 

across the board.  The loan catered for tuition, boarding and books.  There was no 

additional amount allocated to students with disabilities in order to acquire assistive 

devices or additional support.   

 

The majority of respondents were content with their choices, except in one case where 

disability was used to determine the subject choice, leading to unhappiness on the side 

of the student who was informed at registration that there were limitations to taking 

certain subject choices if one has visual impairment. 

 

5.4.3.6.3  Coming face to face with the higher education institutions  

 

Respondents were asked to deliberate about their concerns before arrival at the 

institutions of higher education.  Some of their responses are discussed below: 

 

Case one had a sister studying at the institution at the time she (the respondent) 

applied.  She heard a lot about the institution through her sister.  In addition, she had 

visited the institution a couple of times and had formed a mind-picture of it.  She 

knew that there were things that no preparation could cater for,  

 

“…like people staring at me, or feeling pity for me or for my 
sister for having a sister like me, but that I am used to that.  I am 
a dwarf, but except for height, I am normal like any other 
person!” 
 

Asked how she managed her fears or concerns, the respondent, with a twinkle in her 

eyes exclaimed:   
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“My sister’s help was tremendous in those initial days.  Without 

her, I would be very frustrated.” 

 

Upon arrival at campus for the purposes of registration and resumption of classes, the 

respondent was fortunate to have her sister moving from one point to another, 

throughout the entire registration process.  All the respondent was doing was signing 

the forms after listening to explanations from her sister what every issue was all 

about.  She said that because her sister was a senior student and was known by most 

of the lecturers, things were much easier for her.  She expressed concern for what 

would have happened to her if her sister were not there to navigate and support her.  

 

For Case two, the stairs were her most horrifying fear. She states that:  

 

“When I arrived, the stairs were the worst thing I have ever 
seen in any institution.  There are simply no ramps in most of 
the places.  I understand that the college was build a long time 
ago, and I guess nobody ever thought that one day, someone 
using a wheelchair will ever come here for education.  But now 
we are here, and it will be nice if decision makers started 
thinking of making provision for access” (Deo, interview). 
 

Asked how she managed to navigate the campus with all those stairs, the respondent 

said that the compassion of people, both co-students and staff, was very instrumental.  

It was easy to ask for information and assistance. 

 

The respondent (Case 2) speaks with respect about the people; that they were very 

friendly and everybody was keen to help her through the registration process.  

However, she expressed the wish that they provided one specific person to deal with 

her so that she knew whom to ask for specific information.  Despite appreciating the 

compassion and efficiency of the lecturers and administrators at registration, working 

with so many people in one day was found to be overwhelming. 

 

Case four, who uses a wheelchair, said that she did not really have any fears, but she 

was wondering how she would cope at the university and particularly how she would 

move from class to class; how the time-table was structured and how different it was 

from the school time-table.  But, she exclaimed:  
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“Fortunately, my aunt was here and she made a lot of preparations for 

me!”  

 

Discussing the preparations her aunt made, Case four said that before her arrival, her 

aunt collected and filled in all the necessary papers, leaving open only the space for 

her signature.  Her aunt also informed the institutional social worker who in turn 

informed everybody who needed to know about her condition. And, she says:  

 

“We have a wonderful Social Worker!” 

 

She further reiterated that her aunt spent a lot of time with her.  Even though 

sometimes she felt that her aunt was doing too much for her, having her was still a 

blessing.  Knowing that her aunt or the Social Worker were there and were responding 

immediately to her needs made things so much easier for her to find her feet in her 

new environment. 

 

But Case four further elaborates her experiences in those initial days as follows:  

 

“When I got here, no arrangements were made from the side of the 
institution.  It was hectic.  It was also new for the institution to have a 
student in a wheelchair.  Luckily my aunt was here.  She really went out 
of her way to inform everybody like the Social Worker, Office of the 
Dean of Students, etc. to make sure that I get a hostel room.  We were 
sent back and forth, until in the end, I got hostel accommodation.  
People were moved so that I could get a room downstairs.  I heard later 
that some of the girls were really unhappy that they had to make way 
for me!   

 
The first day classes started, the Social Worker took me to all classes 
and introduced me to the lecturers and my fellow students. She 
informed them about me and appealed on people to volunteer to help 
me move around.  I was very shy.  Well, now and then people forget 
about me, but I made a lot of friends.” 

 
“But it took two weeks to put up a ramp I needed.  I was frustrated.  But 
now I realize it was actually record time because things do not happen 
that fast around here.” 
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Case six, who had a personal problem on the day she arrived at the institution for 

registration and resumption of classes, found the people in the institution to be 

insensitive and cold.  She explains:  

 

“The day I came to register and come to the hostel is the day that my 
uncle died.  My uncle meant everything to me.  He paid my school fees 
and provided for all my other needs throughout my school career. He 
was also the one who was going to maintain me at college.  When I got 
the bad news that he died, I was in this long queue, and nobody seemed 
to understand that I needed to go.  I was hurt and lost.  I was 
wondering what will happen to me?  I was in a bad mood the whole 
day, and people at the college were not very supportive.  They kept 
sending me back and forth to get copies of things.  Then they entered 
wrong information about my subject choices in the computer.  The 
lecturer started shouting at me.  I spent the whole day there, until the 
volunteer came to help me”. 

 

As if that was not enough, Case six was at the same time informed that people in OCE 

were not allowed to use braille in lectures.  That meant that she had to learn to write, 

something she has never done despite having partial vision, which was very poor in 

the remaining eye.  Her vision in the remaining eye had improved a lot and she could 

now learn to read and write print.  However, for her it was like going back to Grade 1, 

handling a college curriculum and learning how to read and write!  She soon met 

Sarah, the volunteer in the Special Needs Resource Unit, who told her to come to the 

Resource Room anytime she needed anything, and her concerns were something of 

the past.  Sarah encouraged her to keep writing without worrying about handwriting. 

She proceeded with Sarah’s encouragement, and to her own surprise, she now writes 

very well. 

 

After receiving her admission letter, Case seven recalls that she was concerned about 

the way people would receive her and respond to her.  She was afraid of people’s 

reactions to the way she is.  Upon arrival, she found the campus environment very 

threatening.  It was her first time on campus and she was getting lost. But people were 

very helpful.   

 

“Some co-students soon saved my mobile number and were calling me 
if I was not where I was supposed to be”. 
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This is how she describes her first day:  

 

“I came early to the hostel and had to wait for my roommates.  I was 
afraid of their reactions.  But when they came, they were OK.  Nobody 
showed shock or something like that, or perhaps they are good at 
hiding it.” 

 

Case eight had very little concerns about his institution prior to arrival.  His only 

concern was the pre-entry interview, but he found it easy.  His frustration came with 

the registration process which he describes as a mess.   

 

“I opted to do Agriculture as a major, which I did not take in grade 12, 
and they were very annoyed with me.  But how should I have known 
that I may not major in a subject I have not taken in grade 12?  I had to 
be re-directed.  As a result, I was late for classes. Then finding classes 
was difficult due to the rotation system.  I was confused and unhappy.” 

 

What made things easier for him was that, once he met his group, he realized there 

were two male students he knew from secondary school and the whole group was 

cooperative.  He explains:   

 

“I also met Linus, who knows his rights and is very vocal.  Even the 
room I originally got would make me to walk for a long period in the 
sun, and Linus asked for another room on my behalf and I got it!” 

 

Case nine, who has profound visual impairment revealed that he was so happy for 

having been admitted, that he originally shelved his concerns.  He says that he is a 

confident person who never allows himself to be overcome by fears.  After receiving 

the admission letter, he did not just sit and wait until it was registration time.  Since he 

had friends at the institution, he started visiting them there so that he could become 

oriented to the environment.  Asked about his experiences and challenges in those 

first few days, Case nine narrates: 

 

“Everybody was ready to help.  And the mobility skills I have learnt at 
primary school helped me a lot.  I don’t like being deposited at one 
place and stay there until someone else comes to take me to the next 
place.  My self-confidence also helped me a lot”. 
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Case nine further revealed that what he found challenging in the first few days was 

finding the right venues, because they were all new to the campus and nobody really 

knew which lectures were in which venues.  He says: 

 

“Even people with sight had problems finding venues, what more for 
me?  That confusion only lasted for a while until Mike arrived.  The 
whole picture changed!” 
 

He describes his personal friend Mike as a great support for him as they complement 

each other very well. 

 

Case ten also had concerns about his environment: how he would adapt to it, how 

people would perceive him and when they would stop looking at him.  Unfortunately, 

he said, to avoid all those, he resorted to isolating himself.  In addition to his height, 

he said that when he came for registration, he had a fracture and his leg was in plaster.  

This, he maintains made his movement difficult, and it might have caused confusion 

about his disability as it appears that some people must have thought that the plaster 

was permanent.   

 

“On the other hand, I am told that some people thought that both the 
plaster and my dwarfism were temporary so that once the plaster was 
removed, I will also not be short any more.  Sometimes I wonder how 
people think!  Back to registration, I suffered with plaster and all in 
those ques.  Nobody seemed to care about my special situation. 
 
The only thing that helped me was the fact that there were a few guys 
from my former school.  They came to my room and kept me company.  
I also had a cousin who started with me.  He started counseling and 
guiding me.  He also started telling people to treat me as normal as 
possible. He later told me that he had to answer questions like: 
“What’s wrong with him?”  Some people told me later that they used to 
fear me.  People are missing one point: disability is not inability!  They 
see us as inferior”. 

 

Case 12, like many of the others, had a cousin at the college who helped him through 

the difficult days.  It is this cousin who helped him to negotiate for a hostel room.  His 

cousin appointed himself as his assistant and mouth piece.  Otherwise the rest of the 

students stared at him from a distance.  They only started getting closer when they 
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saw the cousin supporting him.  His experiences of the registration process were 

characterized by frustration.  This is how he describes it:  

 

“It was disorganized and did not start on the scheduled time.  We 
waited and waited.  Then I was sent back and forth to town to make 
copies of results and other documents.  Maybe it was not that obvious 
that I walk with difficulties and it’s more difficult for me to walk up and 
down.”  I fell back on the perseverance skills I learned from that first 
counseling when I have just acquired the disability.  And my cousin’s 
presence was a blessing.  He is the one who have been going home 
back and forth to bring my stuff, including the things I needed for the 
hostel”. 

 

Case 14, who has profound visual impairment, recalled that a friend of his who also 

has visual impairment, prepared him for most of the situations at the institution.  One 

of the things he could just not imagine was the absence of Braille material.  He could 

just not imagine how then, he will study if there is no material in Braille!  He also had 

fear related to safety issues as expressed below: 

 

“I was expecting that, unlike Ongwediva, (the town where both the 
special and inclusive schools of the Ministry of Education are situated), 
I expected, and I heard, that cars drive at a high speed on campus 
without consideration of blind people.  I was scared”.  
 
Then the crowdedness of people was threatening.  Eluwa (special 
school) was a small community where we knew every corner and every 
person.  And so was GT (the inclusive school) where I spent the last two 
years.  And now this huge UNAM!  I was thinking, “Kalunga kandje” 
(My God), what will happen to me?”. 
 

His strategy to manage his fears was to share them with friends, especially those from 

the same high school.  He also had his friend Edward, who was already on campus for 

a year and despite knowing many people and the channels to be followed, he was also 

very vocal and does not fear asking.  In his own words, he describes his first days: 

 

“He also introduced me to the lecturer who was his guardian on 
campus.  She was like our mother.  We could phone her anytime we 
needed something.  I remember that one day I called her because I was 
lost, and I did not know where I was.  She immediately told security 
officers to look for me, and they found me. Another positive factor was 
that the institution appointed student-assistants as volunteers to guide 
us.  That was a relief!” 
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Case 15 revealed that he had no concerns, but he was just wondering how he would 

find his way in a new environment and how the time-table works.  His wheelchair was 

empowering and he could access almost every place except some buildings.  He soon 

made friends upon arrival, and one particular friend, Appollus, who only saw him in 

the queue at registration, became his “shoulder to lean on.”  He has learned not to be 

shy to ask, so the Dean of Students staff saw him everyday.  He was sure that on the 

days he did not come, they would wonder where he was on that specific day.  Then of 

course he brought his personal assistant from home.  His family pays for this person 

to support Patti at school.  Although it was a whole process to negotiate for the 

assistant to “squat” with him, at last the Office of the Dean of Students approved and 

this made his life easier as this personal assistant knew what to do. 

 

5.4.3.6.4 Discussion 

 

The majority of the respondents were supported by family members and friends who 

played a key role in assisting them, and by so doing, addressing their fears.  This 

demonstrates a high degree of family involvement, but at the same time also reflects 

on minimal preparation on the side of institutions, despite the disability-related 

question that appears on most of the application forms.  It appears as if such 

information is not processed in time in order to allow the institutions to make 

provision for students with special needs arising from disabilities before their arrival.   

 

Many students with disabilities asserted that if there were no friends or acquaintances 

to support them as they came face-to-face with their new environment, they would not 

have made it easily.  This finding confirms Bronfenbrenner’s (1979:77) hypothesis 

eight which is quoted here below: 

 

“The capacity of a dyad to function effectively as a context of 
development depends on the existence and nature of other dyadic 
relationships with third parties.  The developmental potential of the 
original dyad is enhanced to the extent that each of these external 
dyads involves mutually positive feelings and the third parties are 
supportive of the developmental activities carried out in the original 
dyad”. 
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This also relates to Vygotsky’s theory discussed in chapter three, in which the role of 

the relationship with significant others is important in shaping the individual’s 

thinking, and values. 

 
Visual 2: Continuous reliance on friends for support  

 
 

 
 

 
The inability of institutions to make suitable preparations for students with disabilities 

before their arrival was not viewed positively by many of the respondents.  It could be 

concluded that the time between applications and arrival of students is too limited to 

allow for data-processing and preparations, given the fact that in almost all 

institutions, there is no specific office that is specifically and singularly tasked with 

provisions for students with special needs and disabilities.  Where a social worker is 

available, as in the case of the two universities, and the Deputy Rector, as in the case 

of the teacher-education institutions, their duties are so wide that attending to students 

with disabilities is but a small fragment of the bigger duty sheet.  
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Most students in the sample revealed that they were humbled by the generosity of 

spirit they experienced from family members and peers.  However, most of them felt 

that by being carried by others, or having library books carried to them, they were 

burdening others with their own problems.  Consequently, students with disabilities 

often resorted to concealing their needs so as not to become a burden.  One said: 

“Sometimes I would wait for people to offer their help and pretend that I am OK!” 

This raises the importance of the allocation of personal assistants to students with 

disabilities that needs such assistance.   

 

One of the institutions that participated in this research allocated lecturers as 

guardians to students with special needs.  Although a good relationship developed 

between the guardians and students whereby students were comfortable asking for any 

support they needed, often they could not access lecturers due to the full academic, 

research and community work loads. 

 

Although all institutions have orientation programmes, these orientation programmes 

do not target students with special needs or disabilities to allow them time to 

familiarize themselves with at least the physical environments as well as the structures 

of their campuses before official registration and lectures resume.  Such programmes 

could have eradicated anxiety amongst students with disabilities.  Although in some 

circles of society this arrangement could be viewed as preferential treatment, students 

should be given an option to partake if they wish to. 

 

The fears and frustrations of students during their first days at institutions of higher 

education should serve as lessons to institutions that it is not acceptable to leave the 

duty of supporting students to friends and relatives.  Many respondents expressed that 

they wondered what would have happened to them if a particular friend or relative 

were not there.  This is a reflection of poor preparations on the side of institutions.  

Institutions should consider appointing staff and student assistants specifically to 

students with disabilities in order to reduce insecurity that comes with being in a new 

environment as discussed in detail in chapter three of this dissertation. 

 

For many students with disabilities, support from friends and peers and 

companionship played a very important role from application process right through 
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their study periods.  While peers willingly and unconditionally supported students 

with disabilities, some students with disabilities harboured feelings of guilt to rely on 

their support all the time. 

 

 

5.4.3.7 Looking into the lives of students with disabilities in higher education 

institutions through their lenses 

5.4.3.7.1 Students’ responses 
 
Responses offered in this section emanated from a reflective question asked in the 

interview reading:  “What is it like to be someone with a disability in ……………. 

(Name of institution)?”  In addition, diary entries and photo-voice also revealed deep 

insights into the lives of students with disabilities in their institutions. 

 

When respondents were asked to ponder about their lives as students with disabilities 

in their various institutions, they offered insightful responses, some of whom are 

discussed below: 

Case one felt that in WCE, it was fine as people seem not to worry much how 

different you are.  They were treated equally.  But for Case two, who is in the same 

institution but whose disability poses serious mobility barriers, experienced life as a 

person with a physical disability in WCE is a nightmare.  She found the stairs very 

threatening and also got the impression that people simply did not care about her 

needs.  In an interview with her, she describes her position as follows:  

 

“People without mobility problems don’t even notice the stairs.  It’s automatic 
for them to just take a step forward or even run down the stairs without even 
counting them.  Unfortunately for us, it’s not that automatic.  When I go to a 
place, I have to think: ‘How am I going to move about?’  ‘How will I 
manage?’  And here perhaps people are too busy that they don’t even realize 
that you also have different needs.  But there are also many helpful people 
around here.  Some just don’t know what you need, and once they know, they 
are more than willing to help.” 
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Visual 3:  Stairs and students with mobility barriers: the two opponents 
 

 
 

This photo was taken by Case two to show how confrontational stairs can be for 

students with physical disabilities. 

 
A comparison of the opinions presented by the above two respondents reveals the 

heterogeneous needs of student communities.  While one feels included and does not 

experience any challenges, another person in the same institution may find the 

environment threatening and unpleasant.  These two responses also show the readers 

that the nature of the disability and the degree of accommodation in the environment 

determine how the environment will be rated by those who interact in it. 

 

Case three described life in his institution as fine and continued to explain that 

because many people do not know that he has an artificial leg, he is free from 

stigmatization.  In his interview with the researcher he says:  

 

“You see, the thing with disability is that you are judged by the way you 
look like.  But having an obvious disability also has its advantages.  
Now look at me.  To explain to a lecturer that I cannot swim with 
others, I need a doctor’s certificate to prove that.  And I don’t have one.  
I had this leg for a very long time now.  To go to a doctor now and tell 
him or her that I have this artificial leg and I need a letter to prove that, 
I find it awkward.  I am not sick.   I just use an artificial leg”. 
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Case four reported that at the beginning it was difficult and hectic.  It was almost 

impossible for a person in a wheelchair to go anywhere without the help of others.  

One of the challenges she faced was striking a balance between asking for help and 

getting it, and feeling guilty for delaying others or for using their study time to help 

her; and not asking at all and being stranded.  She emphasized the fact that, although 

people were prepared, and even offer to help, she could not stop feeling guilty:  

 

“My friends always say: ‘Agnes, please do not hesitate to call me 
whenever you need help’.  But I can’t stop feeling guilty when someone 
comes late to class because she was helping me; or when you phone 
someone to come to take you to the library and you can tell from his or 
her voice that this person was sleeping!  You don’t know what it feels 
like to ask for help all the time!” 

 

Case five revealed that he was lucky that by the time he came to the institution, Agnes 

had already paved the way for wheelchair users.  There were a number of accesses 

and being a student in a wheelchair was not so strange anymore.  He also mentioned 

that he was pleased with the degree of support he received from friends and even 

students he did not know at all.  He, however, warns that how one copes in his current 

institution depends largely on the disability, and the degree of provisions made for 

that particular disability.  He maintained that, it would be very difficult for someone 

who is blind to cope in his institution because, according to him, there was no 

provision whatsoever for persons who are blind. 

 

Case six was very unhappy as she felt that in her particular class, she was 

discriminated against and sidelined because of her disability.  In her interview, she 

narrated her ordeal as follows:  

 

“In my class this year it is bad.  People stigmatize and always 
underestimate me.  There is no good cooperation between us in class.  I 
face many challenges.  People don’t want me in their group.  
Sometimes the lecturers have to allocate me to any group because no 
one chooses me.  But when they find things difficult and I know the 
answers, they are like surprised.  When they treat me like that, they just 
encourage me to work harder.  Then I get higher marks, and they don’t 
like it”. 
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Case six continued to reiterate that she was sure that the discriminatory treatment she 

experienced was because she had visual impairment and people associated it with a 

curse or witchcraft. 

 

Case seven held the opinion that it was not difficult to be a student with a disability in 

OCE.  Her strategy was to be self-confident and ask for what she needed.  She found 

the people to be ignorant as far as visual impairment is concerned as she explains:  

 

“People here don’t give way.  They just walk until they bump into you, 
say sorry, and go on!” 

 

Another respondent, Case eight, was happy because their institution had a Special 

Needs Resource Room, and the people working in the Resource Room “have good 

hearts.”  He said that, with his kind of visual impairment, he needs enlarged text all 

the time, and of course, extra time.  He was sure that, while getting extra time was a 

struggle and had to be negotiated time and again, he was assured that if he took his 

notes to the Resource Room, they would be enlarged for him without any problem. 

 

Case eight was also thankful for the support he received from his co-students.  He 

could not hide his appreciation when he exclaimed:  

 

“If I don’t finish writing in class, I can easily get the notes from any of 
my classmates and take it to the Resource Room for enlargement.  
People in my class even phone you when they see that you are not there 
[where you are supposed to be].  That is the best that can happen to 
someone with a disability, knowing that people are on your side”. 

 

Case nine, who is a blind student in the same institution (OCE) held a different 

opinion.  He found it very difficult to be someone with a disability among others who 

do not have disabilities, because people have different opinions about him.  He 

narrated his experiences as follows:  

 

“My fellow students are surprised by the way my room is organized.  
They always ask: “How do you get your room in such good order?  
How did you know those were the right socks to wear with those 
trousers?”  He continues that “the worse is when people want to help 
you with everything, even wanting to put you on the toilet pot!” 
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While Case ten found that the lecturers were sensitive to his needs, Case eleven, who 

was in the same institution, found that people had no consideration for special needs, 

and that only one lecturer whom she refers to as Ms. Norah cared, and since she left 

the institution, nobody seemed to care.  This is how she described her lecturers:  

 

“They teach it [special needs education] to us, but they don’t apply it 
on us!” 
 

The difference between these two respondents was that one had a disability that was 

more visible than the other.  It leads to the question whether lecturers are trained to 

identify and support students with hidden (or difficult to observe) disabilities.  This 

observation can imply that because lecturers were supportive to the student with a 

visible disability, they would support others if they knew about their special needs. 

 

Case 12, who is at the teacher-education institution in the north-central region of the 

Kavango, found the lack of institutional support limiting to the operations of a student 

with a disability in that institution.  He soon realized that it was very important to 

have a committed friend or relative when you have a disability in RCE.  He was 

advocating for institutional support to prevent students with disabilities missing 

important sessions, such as meals, or lectures, if their friends or relatives are not there 

to help.  He suggested that SRC (Student Representative Council) members be given 

the responsibility to arrange support for students who need it, as relying on friends is 

just not enough. 

 

Case 13, also in RCE, reported that the college curriculum was demanding, and often 

she needs support.  During School-Based Studies, which is equivalent to Teaching 

Practice, one is expected to produce and carry teaching aids to school.  This is how 

she puts it in her own words:  

 

“It is not that I am proud, but asking for help everyday is not easy.  You 
don’t want to over-burden other people so that when they see you, they 
know already that you are going to ask for help with one or the other 
thing.  Sometimes I get the impression that people finish quickly and 
rush off before I can ask for help, or maybe it’s just in my head.  To 
avoid this, I try to prepare lessons with as little teaching aids as 
possible, but when you are evaluated, you get low marks!” 
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This is an example of how the lack or organized support can negatively influence a 

student’s academic performance. 

 
Asked what it was like to have a disability in his institution of higher education, Case 

14 had the following to say: 

 

“It is manageable, but not easy.  There were times I thought of quitting.  
I was like going against the current.  I know I was better off than 
Edward (as regards to availability of study material in Braille format), 
but since I did not use the same texts as when he was in first year, I did 
not have books in Braille.  The only materials that were available were 
those produced for him, so I had to rely on those, even if they were not 
really relevant.  But when I think back, I can just imagine what Edward 
went through.  At least I had irrelevant material.  And him?” 

 

Case 15, in the same institution as Case fourteen, described life of a person with a 

disability in his institution as follows: 

 

“In UNAM, there are people who understand the life of a person with 
disabilities.  Of course there are also those who are more concerned with what 
happened to you, and those that fear to come near you.  But I would say, if you 
have a disability, UNAM is the place to be!  Other students are very helpful 
and it is easy to make friends.  There are of course problems with access to 
certain places, as you can see in the photos. To get a student and an access 
card, you need to go upstairs to Mr. Swartbooi.  Now, how do I get there?  
And all these people who have no regard for ramps; they just park their cars 
wherever they feel like!” 

 
Visual 4: Physical barriers in the environment 
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This photo was taken by Case 15 to demonstrate frustrating barriers in the 

environment.  For this particular student, such barriers were frustrating because not 

only did they make his routes longer, but they also increased the risk of accidents. 

 

5.4.3.7.2 Discussion 

 

As can be seen from the data presented above, students with physical disabilities, and 

especially the ones using wheelchairs, experienced life at their institutions as quite 

challenging due to the infrastructural barriers they experienced. 

 

In the contrary, students with visual impairment seemed be more disturbed by the lack 

of material in an accessible format, attitudinal barriers and different forms of 

stigmatization.  One student with visual impairment at one point considered leaving 

his studies due to lack of material in Braille format. 

 

Some students experienced forms of stigmatization that were rather negative and 

caused secondary special needs manifesting themselves in feelings of rejection and 

isolation, whereas too much support and underestimation of skills were among the 

more positive forms of stigmatization.  Students with disabilities did not appreciate 

any of these, and it would be important to include these aspects in sensitization 

workshops or events. 

 

The majority of students with physical disabilities reported feelings of guilt resulting 

from having to ask for help from others on a daily basis.  This points to a lack of 

institutional support structures for personal assistants, leaving students to rely on 

informal structures such as friendships and family ties to render the assistance they 

need almost every minute of the day.  It is worth mentioning that in most cases, help 

was available from the side of students, even if they were not remunerated for 

rendering such support.  This spirit of voluntarism should be encouraged but not 

exploited.   

 

The lack of counseling for students in general and for those with disabilities in 

particular, has been identified as a barrier.  At least four of the respondents had strong 

opinions about this issue of counseling.  They described existing counseling structures 
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as non-functional and existent only in name, while being very removed from disability 

issues.  One respondent revealed that a student with a disability dropped out and he 

ascribed it to the lack of counseling services in their institution.  Given the diversity of 

challenges experienced by students with disabilities, a multi-facetted approach, 

including counseling to students with disabilities and staff members teaching them, 

should be emphasized. 

 

 

5.4.3.8 Positioning lecturers’ roles in inclusive education 

5.4.3.8.1 Students’ responses 

 

When the researcher posed the question: “Do you think your lecturers consider your 

disability in their teaching?” the idea was to explore how the students perceived the 

role of their lecturers in inclusion.  This is how respondents perceived the 

consideration of their disabilities by their lecturers in the delivery of curricular: 

Case one puts it this way:  

 

“I think the lecturers don’t really worry with disability.  The good thing 
is: I don’t really need many things.  I have no problems academically.  
If I struggle, I struggle just like anybody else”. 

 

Case two, who uses a wheelchair held a different opinion: 

 

“Some do.  Ms. Minnie was always very nice and thoughtful.  She is the 
one who tried to arrange to have a double-period so that we have more 
time to enable me to change for swimming, but it never worked.  It was 
always the time-table this and the time-table that!  But some courses 
are specifically problematic.  Human Movement Education is hell!  I 
hate this class!” 
 

To emphasize this standpoint, Case two, in her diary, describes two typical days in her 

time-table as below: 

 

Diary, 29 July 

“My X [subject intentionally omitted]) lecturer is cool, but he usually 
ends class early.  That means he does not make use of all three periods.  
When class ends early, I don’t know what to do with myself.  I first sit 
by the bench outside class and I wonder if I should go to the library.  
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The library is accessible because it has a ramp – a three –part ramp.  
At least it’s accessible for me to go down with the ramp on my own, it’s 
easy.  The problem is going back up!  The two parts at the top are quite 
steep and long.  If I push myself I get tired and out of breath.  So I 
always have to think carefully before I go to the library.  “Do I really 
need to go to the library today?”  Because if I go down the ramp, how 
will I go back up?  Will I find someone to help, someone whom I know 
or am not too shy to ask for help?  If I decide not to go the library, it 
means that I don’t want to hassle.  It also means that I have to sit 
around waiting for one hour, doing nothing, until the next class 
begins”. 

 

Diary, 30 July 2008  

“Today was one of those typically irritating days.  My lecturer for X 
[subject intentionally omitted] core did not show up for class – no 
notice, no alternative arrangement, nothing!  This means that we have 
to wait for him for at least half an hour before we were sure that he 
would not come.  So, as usual, I have to decide what to do with myself.  
Go to the library, or hang around by the classes waiting for the last 
period? So, from the end of Maths class (09h50), to the beginning of 
ETP class (12h10). I had to somehow keep myself busy.  There’s 
nowhere to go except the library.  But you cannot eat in the library or 
talk loudly.  Hostel students are lucky because they can just go to their 
rooms and lie on their beds.  I wish I had a bed to chill on for an hour 
or so between classes.  There’s no place for day students to go and just 
chill or relax.  We just float or sit around waiting for the next class”. 

 

In these two diary inserts, the respondent described less salient forms of 

inconsideration by a lecturer ending class early, or not showing up for class without 

any prior notification.  It is worth mentioning that while the average student would, 

under normal circumstances, not have any problem with both these aspects, for a 

student with a physical disability whose movement is largely dependent on 

accessibility to specific venues, it can be quite a challenge.  In both cases, it appears 

that should these lecturers be made aware of the impact of their actions, they would be 

more considerate in future. 

 

The lack of information on the needs of students with disabilities could have a 

negative impact on their socialization.  As clearly indicated in the above diary 

passages, some students with disabilities could not join others and have fun when a 

lecture is cancelled.  They had limitations and could not just run to the hostel and lie 

on their beds for a while.  Most of the institutions did not offer other accessible spaces 

where students who did not have rooms at the hostel could relax, with the exception 
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of the libraries, which were in fact not socialization, but learning spaces.  Despite the 

situation of institutions as described above and the strict regulations that apply in 

libraries, some students with physical disabilities had difficulties leading a life like the 

majority of the students, and their lecturers seemed uninvolved and uncaring. 

 

In another entry, Case two revealed how, in her first Science class, the lecturer made 

an appeal to her co-students that they have a moral obligation to help her.  That appeal 

was a relief to her, because before that, she cried and considered quitting, while 

wondering how she was going to survive in that environment.   

 

Case three responded that he did not think that lecturers were considerate regarding 

his disability.  Having an artificial leg and being forced to swim unless he produced a 

medical certificate that would exempt him from this activity had contributed to his 

standpoint.  He says:  

 

“I mean, swimming is not really a necessity for teachers.  It’s good to 
make sure that teachers know how to swim, but if a teacher cannot 
swim due to a particular condition, let it be!  I simply don’t like 
swimming, especially given the trouble I have to go into.  If special 
sessions were arranged for a person with a physical disability to swim 
with support from knowledgeable people in this area, I would not 
mind.” 

 

Case four, who is a student in one of the country’s two universities, uses a wheelchair. 

She maintained that only some of the lecturers considered her disability.  Here follows 

her justification:  

 

“So often I go to class and while I am struggling to get a place, they 
just start teaching.  For some of them, if you are late, you are late.  If 
you are late because you cannot run, that’s your problem.  Some ask if I 
am OK and then you can see they expect you to say “Yes I am OK!”  I 
always have a problem when writing tests.  In most venues, the desks 
are fixed, and the wheelchair cannot get under them.  I always have to 
wait for someone to run and get a free moving desk.  And this is always 
done once I am there”. 
 

The above scenario points to a lack of flexibility and poor planning in institutional 

practices. It seems that planning is made for the average majority, and in the process, 

the minority with different needs are forgotten.  One would have expected that, in 
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each room where the student using a wheelchair attends classes, there would be a free 

moving desk set aside for her.  But the findings suggest that almost every day, the 

search for the desk is done once she arrives at the class.  The researcher is not 

surprised that so often, students with disabilities feel guilty for delaying the lectures.  

Yet, they cannot be blamed for these situations. 

 
Case five, who also attends one of two universities and uses a wheelchair for mobility 

had the following response: 

 

“Here and there they seem to understand.  But I don’t even get extra 
time for assignments.  When it’s due, it’s due.  Nobody seems to care 
that it is not as easy to get resources as it is for others who use their 
legs to move up and down.  When tests are arranged, venues are not 
decided upon with me in mind.  People here just think in terms of the 
majority.  I always have to end up asking for special arrangements” 
(Case five interview). 
 

Case six is a student at the northern teacher-education institution.  Her response to the 

question of their stance on lecturers’ consideration of students with disabilities points 

to individual personalities of lecturers.  Her response was as follows: 

 

“Only some.  The IMS (Integrated Media Studies) lecturer is very kind.  
He does not want to make me feel bad.  He always protects me against 
my nasty classmates. He even puts his notes through the CCTV (Close 
Circuit Television) so I can see better.  In the first year, Mr. Dennis 
used to give me his class notes because he understands that I cannot 
write that fast” (Case six interview). 
 

Case seven, also a student at the northern teacher-education institution, had a more 

positive response from some of her lecturers as stated below: 

 

“There are some caring lecturers like Mrs. Tobias and Mr. Dennis 
whom you can rely on anytime.  Even if they are teaching, if they see 
you outside, they know you need something so they will come to you” 
(Case seven interview). 
 

Case eight had the following to say about his lecturers’ consideration of his disability: 

 

“Some do yes.  They accept responsibility for making sure that I am not 
left behind, by giving me hand-outs and asking if I am OK.  But with 
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Computer Class, it is just difficult.  People go too fast and don’t really 
care if you are following or not” (Case eight interview). 
 

Case nine, who has visual impairment, concurred with the rest of the respondents 

regarding the fact that consideration depended on lecturers’ personalities.  He puts it 

this way: 

 

“Some do, but some don’t, especially the information technology 
lecturers.  Some resort to exemption, which is a very nice form of 
discrimination” (Case nine interview) 
 

Case ten reiterated lack of recognition for special needs as per his description below: 

 

“Our lecturers just treat us the same.  When one performs below 
average, they don’t even make an effort to find out why.  No one tries to 
help you.  They don’t even motivate you.  They don’t even acknowledge 
that you have a disability and will therefore be faced by attitudes that 
will pull you down all the time.  The majority don’t have any 
consideration whatsoever for your special needs.  There was one 
particular lecturer, Ms. Norah who was very good with special needs.  
She now left college.  She even took me to the Social Worker and 
registered me for disability grant.  She also made sure that I was 
exempted from registration fees.  These have taken of a burden from my 
parents.  I buy my own cosmetics and things.  That also helped me with 
the way people see me.  “You don’t want to be disabled and poor!” 
(Case 10 interview). 

 

Case 11, who was a student at the north-eastern teacher-education institution, 

identified a dichotomy between what was taught and how it was applied, and had the 

following to say: 

 

“There is no acknowledgement for special needs here.  They just teach 
it to us, but they don’t apply it on us” (Case 11 interview).  

 

Case 12 was a student at the teacher-education institution in the north-central part of 

the country who had the following observation: 

 

“No ways!  Even the Dean of Students has never come around and just 
observe what our life [lives] is like” (Case 12 interview). 
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Case 14, who was a senior student in one of the two universities, took a reflective 

standpoint as quoted below: 

 

“If I compare the days I came with now, there is a big improvement.  At 
first, it felt like nobody cared, except a few who would ask me, or my 
guide, what they can do to make me access the work.  Some really went 
out of their way to make things happen for me. I am also a better 
student now, especially given the computer skills I have acquired. In the 
past I would wait long for the lecturers to give me the prescribed texts 
and assignments, etc.  Then I would take it to Ms. Haihambo to send to 
Oniipa.  Then Oniipa would take a long time again to send the brailed 
material back.  In the meantime, I will have gone through various 
emotions, you cannot imagine what.  Dropping out came so many times 
to my mind.  But I always asked myself, dropping out then what?  To 
allow the people to say: “`you see, where have you seen a blind person 
going to University? 
 
The turn-around really came when Joan came.  She dealt directly with 
lecturers for the material.  And she was brailing things herself.  We 
even got a Brailler, a computer with software for voice projection, 
JAWS and all that.  That is when my studies really started. 
 
There are still a lot of things lecturers need to understand.  But I can 
say two-thirds of them are now getting there, I mean understanding that 
I am also their responsibility” (Case 14 interview). 
 
 

Visual 5:  Resource barriers 

 
This photo was taken by Case 14 to demonstrate his struggle with finding books in an 

accessible format to him, with little understanding or support from his lecturers.  It 

appeared to him that most of his lecturers simply did not understand that for him to 

start with an assignment, he needs to access the sources they give for the assignment.  
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He experienced that, even when he informed them that he was waiting for books, they 

thought it was a matter of money. 

 
Case fifteen was also a student at one of the two local universities and had the 

following opinion about lecturers’ consideration: 

 

“Some don’t even care whether you follow or not.  And some talk too 
fast and I can’t write fast. So I write what I can get in, and forget about 
the rest.  Some are really good, like Prof. Du Pisannie asked for my e-
mail address and he forwards all the notes to me. 
 
And when writing tests, some lecturers don’t even give you extra-time.  
If you don’t finish, it’s your own problem.  But there are others, 
especially women, who are very sympathetic like Mrs. Chata and Prof. 
Azadeh.  They wait for me until I finish writing. Men are mostly the 
unsympathetic ones.  They just grab your paper even if you are not 
finished” (Case 15 interview). 

 

5.4.3.8.2 Discussion 

 

 
Figure 12: Lecturers’ consideration 

 
 
Figure 12 indicates that one respondent was convinced that his or her lecturers 

considered her disability; five respondents were convinced that their lecturers showed 
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no consideration for their disabilities at all, while eight respondents said some 

lecturers considered disabilities while some did not consider it as a factor that may 

affect learning at all. 

 
It was clear from the data that only one respondent had an affirmative answer to the 

questions as to whether the lecturers considered their disabilities.  But this 

consideration was also only when the student asked for concessions to be made.  Five 

respondents were sure about their standpoint that their lecturers under no 

circumstances considered disability as a factor, as can be seen from their responses for 

example: “no ways”; “lecturers don’t care” or “there’s no acknowledgement for 

disability here, they teach it to us, but they don’t apply it on us!”   

 

Also, the majority of the students who said that some lectures do consider disability as 

a factor that could impact on learning tasks referred to another set of lecturers who do 

not consider disability.  Some offered personality as an attribute that was likely to 

influence lecturers’ actions.  Some respondents referred to conformity to institutional 

regulations and at least one respondent argued that lecturers had the knowledge that 

was imparted to them as student teachers, but they failed to apply it.  This observation 

is worth exploring further.  Could it be that lecturers are not sensitized to apply this 

knowledge to their students, thus creating a dichotomy between knowledge and 

application, or could it be that they have not been mandated or requested to apply 

such knowledge?  Furthermore, is it important that lecturers have to be informed to 

apply inclusive strategies which reflect values of the institution? 

 

The researcher tends to believe that the ability to apply or not apply inclusive teaching 

strategies are linked to what Erickson (chapter three) refers to in stage 7 as 

“generativity.”  This has been described in chapter three as the concern of adults to 

develop the younger generation into responsible citizenship through good 

childrearing, role modelling and teaching through socialization, cultures and tradition.  

The absence of generativity implies stagnation. 

 
Based on the respondents’ opinions about the question of consideration by their 

lecturers, there seemed to emerge four types of lecturers: 
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The first group consists of lecturers who do not care and feel that students with 

disabilities should work out their own coping strategies.   

 

The second group consists of lecturers who make a once-off remark to show that they 

do care, and then forget to make more consistent and lasting provisions for students 

with disabilities to operate in an enabling physical, social and academic environment.   

 

The third group consists of lecturers who unconsciously do things that have a negative 

impact on the operation of students with disabilities, without being aware of the 

impact of their actions on the minority group of students with disabilities.   

 

The fourth and last group is that of lecturers who go out of their way to make sure that 

students with disabilities benefit maximally from lectures, are at ease and feel 

included academically as well as emotionally.  Unfortunately, the latter group seem to 

be the least occurring in Namibian institutions of higher education.   

 

The data, however, contain sufficient proof of the potential in lecturers and other 

significant role players to provide the needed support to students with disabilities.  

When told or reminded, lecturers were able to make exceptions to the rules or provide 

the needed support; when requested for extra time, lecturers were able to approve.  In 

one case, a student using a wheelchair reported that when he found a car parked on the 

ramps provided to facilitate mobility with a wheelchair, he left a note, containing his 

telephone number and a statement on how the driver inconvenienced him, on the car 

window.  He reported further that, in almost every case he did that, the drivers called 

him or sent an SMS to apologize for their behaviour and providing the reason that 

they did not know for what the particular space was intended. 

 

The fact that one respondent indicated that the consideration by lecturers has 

improved since he first came to the institution could be an indication that there is 

progress regarding lecturers and other role players’ consideration of disabilities.  This 

finding seems to suggest that, the more lecturers are exposed to disabilities, the more 

they improve in making provision for students with disabilities. 
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It is worth mentioning that lecturers regarded by students as sensitive to their special 

needs did not apply specialized skills to be classified as such.  It is also worth noting 

that, the majority of the lecturers who were regarded as applying inclusive strategies 

are not the ones who have qualifications or responsibilities in Psychology, Sociology 

or other relevant human sciences that are likely to promote inclusiveness.   

 

Students’ responses indicated that lecturers who are positive about applying inclusive 

strategies provided the following types of support: 

• They provided extra time to students with special needs to complete academic 

tasks. 

• They provided students with copies of their own notes to read at their own 

time. 

• They enlarged text for students who could not see well. 

• They forwarded notes to students via internet so that students do not have to 

divide their attention and energy between listening and note-taking. 

• They asked if students with disabilities are comfortable and make sure that 

they are not left behind. 

• They arranged for additional services such as counselling and Braille 

translations where applicable. 

• They made use of available assistive devices to make academic life easier for 

students with disabilities. 

 

Contrary to the above, lecturers who were described as less considerate caused 

discomfort and academic backlog by the following actions: 

• They did not wait for students with disabilities to settle in and organize their 

assistive devices where applicable before proceeding with lectures. 

• They called off classes, or end them prematurely, without prior notification. 

• They did not make sure that students with disabilities had a comfortable desk 

to sit and write tests. 

• They did not consider that those who depended on others for moving from one 

point to another were likely to be late and that was fair given their 

circumstances. 

• They did not protect students with disabilities from mocking by others. 
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• They, instead of designing assignments that are within the operational level of 

students, resorted to exempting them from certain activities and giving them 

class average marks. 

• They maintained a talking or teaching speed that is not suitable to students 

with disabilities without making extra provision. 

• They did not provide extra-time for students with disabilities to complete 

writing tests, instead, they grabbed the papers and left. 

 

A number of respondents used the phrases ‘some don’t worry; some don’t care” to 

describe the degree of consideration of special needs by their lecturers.  It is important 

to mention that the lecturers come from various academic, cultural, religious and 

social backgrounds.  Some have never encountered persons with disabilities at a level 

that could have impacted on their lives, and the majority have not received training in 

this field.  At the other end of the continuum are lecturers who have a passion of 

supporting students with disabilities because of personal experiences, educational 

programmes, religious and cultural expectations, and many other reasons.  It is worth 

exploring by way of future research why some lecturers are viewed to be caring while 

others were perceived to be less considerate.  In the absence of orientation and 

induction programmes for lecturers regarding the handling of disability issues, it is not 

fair though to disregard those who fall within the first, second or third group, while 

promoting the ones who care and are identified as good lecturers. 

 

 

5.4.3.9 Factors affecting the way students’ needs are communicated to lecturers 

5.4.3.9.1 Students’ responses 

 

Following up on the issue of lecturers’ consideration of the special needs of students 

with disabilities, respondents were asked if they communicated their needs to their 

lecturers.   

 

Figure 13 represents a summary of responses about whether or not students with 

disabilities communicated their special needs to their lecturers.  
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Figure 13: Communication of needs to lecturers 

 
 

 

Figure 13 indicates that two respondents communicated their needs to their lecturers 

only if they were left with no other choice but to do so, seven respondents found it 

difficult to communicate their needs to their lecturers, five respondents communicated 

their needs all the time, four respondents communicated only with support from others 

and one respondent communicated his or her needs to his or her lecturers only 

sometimes. 

 

Only some selected responses are discussed in detail here: 

 

Case two avoided asking for anything from the lecturers unless it was a necessity.  

This is what she had to say: 

 

“Only when it is something that I really can’t do without!  I used to go to 
the Office of the Vice-Rector to register my needs.  Now and then, I would 
tell the individual lecturer, if he or she is approachable.  I think this 
would work better if there was someone specifically allocated to students 
with special needs.  One would feel free to approach such person, 
knowing it is part of their job.  I hate to appeal to someone’s goodwill” 
(Case two interview). 
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Case three found it difficult to ask, and when he has to, he makes use of a friend to 

support him: 

 

“That’s not easy.  You don’t want to appear like you are asking for 
special treatment.  But like for swimming, the SRC-friend of mine told 
the lecturer about my trouble with swimming.  It was not clear whether 
the lecturer concerned did not believe us, or simply had regulations to 
follow”. 

 
 
Case four, who expressed the lesson she had learned earlier in life that if you have a 

disability, you have to learn to ask for what you need, applied that rule almost all the 

time as she said in her interview: 

 

“Yes, almost all the time. Many are getting used to me now and are 
more positive”. 

 

Case seven had no problem communicating her needs, as it is clearly visible from her 

interview response: 

 

“Yes. Mostly I just ask for extra time and hand-outs”. 

 
Case eight communicates his needs to his lecturer, and if he does not have the courage 

to do so, he makes use of the Resource Centre staff at his College: 

 

“Yes, I do.  If I am afraid, I tell the lecturers responsible for the 
Resource Centre and they communicate that to other lecturers. I have a 
problem reading small letters.  I tell my lecturers and some do actually 
print their notes and tasks in larger font and give it to me.  Others just 
say I should go to the Resource Room.  Sometimes they promise to give 
things to Mr. Dennis and when we go there we discover that they have 
forgotten to give the notes”. 

 

Case nine, who was referred to by one of the other respondents as a good negotiator 

for the rights of students with disabilities, had the following to say: 

 

“Yes, at the beginning of each course, I tell the lecturers about what I need 
in order to benefit from the course.  It is not very easy to do that.  Even 
when you have done that, you never hear some of the lecturers refer to your 
specific need, or at least make sure that you get what you need.  For 
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example in HME (Human Movement Education), I have to remind the 
lecturer every time about what I can and cannot do. 
 
I like my Art lecturer.  We sit together and discuss what methods to use and 
that makes it very enjoyable.  It was great when Lea was here”. 
 

 
Case 11 only communicated when she had an issue she could not solve by herself or 

with the help of her family, and she refers to a particular problem she had: 

 

“Yes, at one point I had a condition that required an operation.  But 
Management refused me permission to go.  The pain became 
unbearable.  Ms. Norah contacted my brother and he gave permission.  
Only then did they let me go.  And Ms. Norah asked for my CA 
(Continuous Assessment) marks to be kept, and in some cases, class 
average to be used for the exams I missed”  (Case 11 interview). 

 

Case 12 had difficulties communicating his needs to some of his lecturers as he 

describes below: 

 

“Many are not approachable.  In some cases, even the respond you get 
from knocking at the lecturers’ door will make you go back! I have one 
specific lecturer I approach when I have a problem.  The rest, I am 
afraid” (Case 12 interview). 
 

Case 14 narrated the following in response to the question of communication of 

needs: 

 

“Sometimes.  Not all lecturers understand.  Some only work with 
policies.  If the policy says if a student did not submit an assignment or 
something in the expected time, they should deliver proof of a medical 
certificate, you cannot convince them that you were not sick, but you 
could just not collect all information in time because your book first has 
to be brailed.  So I approach those I know will understand.   Sometimes 
I just let go and let them give me the zero they are so much willing to 
give” (Case 14 interview). 
 

Case 15 seems to withhold some of his requests for cultural reasons as he describes 

below: 

 

“The only thing I do is to go ask for their notes.  My culture will not 
allow me to tell a lecturer to speak up for example.  I also think if I do 
that, they will start hating me.  And I need them!” (Case 15 interview). 
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5.4.3.9.2 Discussion 
 

Although the majority of respondents communicated their needs to their lecturers, 

they mostly did so because they had no choice.  It appeared that respondents were 

more comfortable communicating their needs through a coordinator or a coordinating 

unit than directly.  Most of the respondents confirmed that it was easier to 

communicate their needs through a specific individual in whom they had confidence.  

In two cases, it was unfortunate that these trusted persons have left the institutions.  

The absence of a position of a special needs or disability coordinator at the 

institutional establishments seemed to have a negative impact on the academic 

functioning of students with disabilities.  In the two universities, the responsibility of 

supporting students with disabilities was primarily left to institutional social workers, 

who had to deal with a variety of other social issues in the institutions.  In colleges of 

education, the deputy-rectors, with support of counselling committees, were entrusted 

with this added responsibility on top of their other duties.  In some cases, institutions 

were fortunate to have been allocated volunteers who took care of this task.  But at the 

end of their contracts, a gap was left, and it was obviously felt by students with 

disabilities. 

 

In the socially conscious social situation, in which the disability agenda is receiving 

attention from government and advocacy groups, it was anticipated that expressing 

their needs to lecturers would be obvious and the results would show that students 

with disabilities would freely and regularly express such needs.  This was not the 

case.  Only three students revealed that they communicated their needs all the time.  

Those who communicated their needs did so because they have learned that if they 

did not communicate their needs, no one provided for them.   

 

Also, where there was a unit to support students with disabilities, students were at 

liberty to communicate their needs via the unit to their lecturers.  The majority who 

did not express their needs regularly feared being stigmatized or viewed as a burden, 

or that they would be perceived as not coping, and for cultural reasons.  One particular 

respondent revealed that in his culture, it would be rude to tell someone who is older 

and in a position of authority, to speak louder!  As a result, he would allow the status 

quo to remain unchallenged even if it created problems for him, and would only ask 



290 
 

for the lecturer’s notes to compensate for what he missed during the lecture.  This 

finding underpins similar sentiments expressed by Thai students whereby culture 

prohibited them from making demands on their lecturers (Suwanabroma & Gamage 

2008:56).  It was revealed that Thai cultures, like Namibian cultures, promote shyness 

and value group ethics that has an element of high respect and avoidance of hurting 

feelings of others.  The researcher cannot agree more that within the top-down-power 

relationships, Namibian students from particular cultural backgrounds will find it 

difficult to address their lecturers and frankly point out their weaknesses. 

 

Seven of the respondents offered lack of understanding on the part of lecturers as a 

reason why they limited their requests to urgent issues.  Some of the respondents 

seemed to understand that lecturers also had a predicament to deal with, bending the 

rules for students with disabilities, and by so doing, setting an unnecessary 

precedence, or abiding by institutional regulations and disadvantaging students with 

special needs in the process.  Some of the lecturers, according to respondents, 

preferred the latter position. 

 

Two of the respondents found a number of their lecturers to be unapproachable, while 

others were deterred by having to ask again and again for the same considerations.  

One respondent made use of support from a friend to communicate his needs, and 

even after communicating his needs, he was not sure if the lecturer believed them. 

 

One respondent found female academic staff members to be more sympathetic 

towards persons with disabilities than their male colleagues.  This view was contrary 

to those of Hampton (1996:12), who expected that women are generally more 

sympathetic toward persons with disabilities, but surprisingly found that in a sample 

consisting of seventy percent women, respondents were more disgusted and hostile 

toward black students with disabilities in specified social situations in an American 

university. 

 

From this section it can be deduced that in many institutions of higher education, trust 

between lecturers and their students was eroded and replaced by fear.  Consequently, 

many students with disabilities opted to make use of mediators to communicate their 

needs to their lecturers, while others simply swallowed their pride, put their requests 
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across and still did not receive permanent solutions.  Sadly, a fraction of the 

population of students with disabilities simply did not make requests to their lecturers 

and continued to struggle and survive without assistance.  This status quo needs 

further investigation and solutions that do not put the academic success of students 

with disabilities at jeopardy need to be considered.   

 

Students with disabilities also indicated that when they made requests, they expected 

more permanent solutions and more lasting arrangements.  Unfortunately, in many 

cases, students had to ask again and again about the same issues.  This was 

discouraging for them. 

 

Some of the respondents also pointed out the dilemma lecturers might face in 

institutions with rather rigid operational cultures if they bend the rules to 

accommodate students with disabilities.  They argued that lecturers or other service 

deliverers in their institutions could be faced with setting a precedence they may not 

be able to handle, should it get out of proportion.  For example, if a student with poor 

vision is granted extension for an assignment submission date, other students with 

other special needs may interpret that as favoritism and claim similar provisions.  

These findings are in congruence with those of Matshediso (2007:690), emphasizing 

that where benevolent lecturers are expected to render support to students with 

disabilities out of goodwill and without an expectation from their institutions, students 

may find themselves in a dilemma of not being in a position to demand services.  

Similarly, it cannot be assumed that lecturers know how to support students with 

particular disabilities. 

 

The situation seemed to be easier in institutions where a particular office, unit or 

individual was tasked to handle disability issues and students felt confident to put 

their requests through such office, unit or individual.  Where a disability facilitator is 

appointed, institutional management should fully trust, support, protect and value the 

judgments of such an official and transfer this attitude to staff and students.  

Otherwise, they will be working against the current and have more difficulties related 

to power relations. 
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The evidence of this research leads the researcher to the belief that it is becoming 

important that in the wake of the National Inclusive Education Policy (Väyrynen 2008 

Draft) in Namibia, each institution needs an institutional inclusive education policy 

that will encompass all aspects of provision for students with disabilities and other 

special needs in institutions of higher education.  The role of policy, whether at micro-

, meso, exo-, or macro-system is an important one.  Bronfenbrenner (1979:xiii) 

reports that one of his lessons from work in different societies was the power of policy 

in determining the well-being of people in particular settings.  Namibia is a country 

were policies, even if they exist, are easily overlooked.  However, in higher education 

institutions, this is less likely to happen.  Once students with disabilities are aware of 

policies giving them access to certain services, they will be more willing to make 

requests to the relevant offices or individuals, including the lecturers.  

 

 
5.4.3.10 The interpretations of equal access to students with disabilities 

5.4.3.10.1 Students’ responses 
 

In a question aimed at determining whether respondents thought they had equal access 

to education as their peers without disabilities, the following responses were yielded: 
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Table 10: Equal access to education 

Case Institution Response 

Case 1 WCE Yes, we are treated equally, no discrimination 

Case 2 WCE Definitely.  I have more limitations to access education than them, 
but provision is equal 

Case 3 WCE Yes, definitely 

Case 4 Polytechnic 
No, equal provision, yes, but I cannot access it at the same level as 
my peers.  The library is far, and the pathway to there is almost 
impossible to move freely with the wheelchair. 

Case 5 Polytechnic No, I need to access the library as often as possible.  At the moment, 
that is my biggest challenge. 

Case 6 OCE Yes, our admission to College is a good starting point.  That’s why 
some people feel threatened. 

Case 7 OCE Yes, but could be better if those simple adjustments are made like 
giving us hand-outs. 

Case 8 OCE Yes.  Would have said No if he was in Special College with a 
watered-down curriculum. 

Case 9 OCE 

No.  Access does not end with sharing same class and hostel. 
Unavailability of Braille material put visually impaired students at 
disadvantage. In an academic institution, you cannot have people 
read for you.  How many times was I late with assignments, not 
because I’m visually impaired, but because there’s no material.  
More needs to be done to increase access. 

Case 10 CCE Yes 

Case 11 CCE Yes, but it’s not only access that matters.  We ought to look at 
factors that are likely to push one out of the system. 

Case 12 RCE Yes, to a certain extent. But I paved my own way.  So often I find 
myself fighting my own battles. 

Case 13 RCE Yes. 
Case 14 UNAM Yes, but with difficulties.  For us it’s not like herding cattle! 

Case 15 UNAM 
Yes, but with various limiting factors.  You can’t walk, you can’t 
reach out to material.  Tertiary education is about reading and 
experiences. 

 
 

 
5.4.3.9.2 Discussion 

An overwhelming number, 12 out of 15 respondents, maintained that they had equal 

access to education.  While their initial responses affirmed that they had equal access 

to education, nine out of those 12 respondents had further expectations of the system 

to fulfill to the equal access goal.  Only three respondents offered a definite “yes” to 

the question of equal access, meaning that they were on par with students without 

disabilities as far as equal access to education was concerned. 
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Only three respondents offered a definite “No” to the question of equal access.  Their 

convictions that they did not have equal access to education were based on the 

limitations they had in accessing libraries, which they described as a primary source 

of learning material in tertiary education and the lack of provisions in both physical 

and organizational structures of institutions where a student using a wheelchair cannot 

access specific venues because institutions lacked disability-friendly access-points, or 

arriving at classes late and missing parts of the lectures due to the need for more time 

for students with mobility limitations to move from one lecture venue to another. 

 

Visual 6: Limitations in accessing library material 

 
This photo was taken to illustrate the inaccessibility of some academic resources, such 

as photocopiers and other library material on which some students with disabilities 

based their standpoint that they did not have equal access to education. 

 
The researcher observed that the issues causing students to perceive their education as 

not equally accessible to them do not require large budgets and major infrastructural 

changes.  These are matters that could be addressed easily, should management of 
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institutions be made to realize the importance of such adaptations for students with 

disabilities.  In order to be able to address these issues, a mindset change is also 

required; from provision for the majority, to provision for all.  As far as the results of 

this research are concerned, this mindset change has not yet happened. 

 

 
5.4.3.11 Participation in socialization and sport activities 

5.4.3.11.1 Students’ responses 

 

Students with disabilities were asked to comment on their participation in social- and 

sport activities, and to comment on the organization of such activities.  The 

respondents revealed that their participation in sport and socialization activities were 

limited and were largely dependent on the degree to which they are drawn in by those 

responsible for organizing such activities.  Some examples are discussed below: 

 

Figure 14 provides a summary of the respondents’ perceptions of their participation in 

sport and socialization activities in their respective higher education institutions. 

 

 
Figure 14: Participation in sport and socialization  

 
 
Figure 14 indicates that four respondents indicated that they participated actively in 

sport and social activities, seven respondents participated only in music and religious 
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activities, two respondents participated in sport organization and administration and 

four respondents did not participate in any sport and social activities in their 

institutions. 

 

Case four always wanted to become a member of the institutional choir, and was 

immediately auditioned and accepted.  She loves singing and is comfortable doing it, 

although being carried up and down sometimes contributes to her bad mood.   

 

She is of the opinion that nobody considers the socialization needs of students with 

disabilities.  She says:  

 

“They organize almost all events in the SRC Boardroom, which is 
upstairs.  Last year I wanted to join the AIDS club, but their meetings 
were upstairs.  Sometimes I just think: “Can’t these people think that I 
also want to be part of things?  Like there was a presentation about 
interviews.  Don’t they also think I need such information?” 
 

This confirms the issues of access to venues as critical not only in academic, but also 

social activities. 

 

Case five reported that he had no social life, due to the fact that all student 

entertainment activities were planned in venues he cannot easily access.  He has a 

television set in his room, and watching television is all he does for socialization.  He 

believes that it is more acceptable to bother others to help you get to class, or to a 

practical, but to ask people to take him to entertainment makes him feel guilty. 

 

Case six used to participate in cultural dances, but after feeling discriminated there, as 

she was always made to dance in the back row, she dropped out.  Now she only 

participates in Campus Crusade (a religious, Christian organization).  She wished 

there were organized sport for persons with disabilities like they used to have at 

Eluwa (special school for children with visual and hearing impairment in Oshana 

region).  Like others, she maintains that there is no consideration for disability in 

campus activities. 
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Case eight said that he only reads the few story books that are available in large print. 

In addition to that, he participates in and watches sport.  There is no consideration for 

disabilities, he says, and he never expected provisions at that level anyway. 

 

Case nine is a member of the executive committee (EXCOM) where he serves as an 

advisor.  He tries to make provisions for students with disabilities at that level.  The 

problem is that there are no materials or expertise in the area, for example of sport for 

persons with disabilities.  There are no balls with bells, no coaches with skills to guide 

players with visual impairment to feel safe and secure and no encouragement for 

persons with disabilities to participate in sport. 

 

Case 11 spent her leisure time playing soccer.  In her institution, one has to organize 

for oneself instead of waiting for others to make plans for you. 

 

Case 14 maintained that if there were a coordinator for disabilities at the university, 

this person would arrange for training them in mobility-, survival-, and self-defense 

skills.  This would help them to feel more comfortable in participating in sport and 

socialization activities.  As things are now, the respondent maintained that he felt 

much safer listening to the radio or going out with his friends who really take the 

trouble of making sure that he was safe. 

 

When respondents were asked about innovations they would like to see in their 

institutions to create more accommodative social environments on their various 

campuses, respondents made the following suggestions: 

• The physical environment should be made more responsive to the needs of 

students with physical disabilities, especially those using wheelchairs, 

through the erection of ramps and elevators.   

• Entertainment should be made inclusive and accessible to everybody. 

• There should be someone in the institutions to organize venues and advise 

time-table committees on suitable venues for functions. 

• Knowledgeable people should be invited to help institutions introduce 

sport and activities that suit the needs and conditions of students with 

disabilities. 
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• There should be sport activities arranged for students with disabilities.  

Tertiary Institutions Sport Association of Namibia (TISAN) could include 

a code for students with disabilities. 

 

5.4.3.11.2 Discussion 
 

The data confirm that in all institutions of higher education, limited or non-existing 

provision or planning was made to include students with disabilities in sport and other 

socialization activities.  It was left to the students to see where they fit in.  It appears 

that the institutions do not have expertise in the area of socialization for students with 

disabilities.  Neither do they call in the assistance of established organizations such as 

Namibia Special Olympics or the National Federation of Persons with Disabilities. 

 

Some students who wished to participate in socialization and sport-activities were 

mocked directly or indirectly by their co-students, with little intervention from staff.  

Mocking assumed the form of insults, under-valuation of contributions and abilities 

and sidelining.  In some cases, students simply did not access information about 

activities, because advertisements were often made in a form that they could not 

access.  All respondents indicated that their Students Representative Councils, with 

the support of a few staff members, were at the helm of organizing socialization and 

sport activities. The absence of staff in the organization and execution of such 

activities provided loopholes for mocking to take place.  As a result, a number of 

respondents reverted to their rooms which they described as safe havens.  The role of 

socialization and sport in the lives of adolescents and young adults should not be 

underestimated. 

 

The concept of role in relation to the integration of participation by all individuals in 

activities of a particular institution was central in the ecological theory 

(Bronfenbrenner 1979:86).  Although roles function as micro-systems, they have their 

roots in the macro-system.  In a community where the participation of persons with 

disabilities is expected and are common, institutions of higher education are likely to 

ensure that persons with disabilities are offered opportunities for participation.  This 

once again demonstrates the inter-dependency between and among the different 

systems of the ecological theory.  The data suggest that in most cases, exclusion from 



299 
 

participation was unintended and not necessarily rooted in the institution as a micro-

system. 

 

In addition to sport and socialization, other factors such as the provision and 

acquisition of food in isolated events, such as during power failures, or a student not 

making it in time for set dining times, have caused unhappiness among students with 

disabilities.  Some viewed meal times as amongst the few socialization opportunities 

they have with their co-students.  Unfortunately, in some institutions, regulations 

regarding meal-times were so rigid that once one misses meal times, it was over and 

no alternative measures were in place to make sure that the student still accessed food.  

At the same time, the process of serving meals has proven difficult for certain students 

with particular disabilities.  While meal times are universally accepted opportunities 

of socialization where everyone participating should be happy and comfortable, in 

some institutions students with disabilities found the food shelves too high and had to 

continuously make use of friends to dish out food for them.  The institutions have not 

considered the option of serving those with difficulties at a table that is easily 

accessible to them.  In extreme circumstances, students with disabilities missed meals 

because they could not reach dining venues within the required time-frames. 

 
5.4.3.12 Impact of “exclusion” on academic and social lives of students with 

disabilities 

 
5.4.3.12.1 Students’ responses 
 

One of the research questions aimed at determining how the challenges experienced 

by students with disabilities had an impact on their academic and social lives.  As 

seen from an earlier theme that dealt with equal access to education, some 

respondents could not overlook the impact of the challenges they encountered in their 

institutions on their lives. 

 

5.4.3.12.2 Impact of challenges on academic lives of students with disabilities 

 

Respondents had different views about the impact of perceived challenges or 

exclusions on their academic lives. 
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One of the respondents maintained that although there is equal education, it is the 

access to that education that leaves students with disabilities, at a disadvantage as she 

explains here in her interview: 

 

“There is equal provision yes.  But I cannot access it at the same level 
as others.  For example, I am always late for classes.  The library is far 
and the pathway to the library where one can move freely with a 
wheelchair stops somewhere halfway.  At the beginning of a term, I 
always miss a few classes because arrangements are rarely made.  
Classes are in rooms where I cannot go, until after a day, two or three 
when I have to tell the Social Worker to inform the Head of 
Department” (Case four interview). 
 

The respondent explained how she misses lectures, has difficulties accessing the 

library and often starts writing tests later than her peers.  This, she maintained, caused 

frustration.  When one is frustrated, one’s concentration is negatively affected.  This 

finding further echoes the stands of Vygotsky, in Sternberg and Williams (2002:56) 

that social and environmental factors have an impact on learning and development. 

 

Another student believed that he would have delivered work of high quality if he were 

given extra time to complete academic tasks.  He was of the opinion that there should 

be acknowledgement for the difficulties he experienced getting to the main source of 

student’s learning material, the library.  This respondent explained earlier how 

difficult it was to be pushed on the wheelchair and down the hill to the library, and 

how he sometimes considered doing tasks with limited material instead of facing the 

hill.   

 

“But I don’t even get extra time for assignments.  When it’s due, it’s 
due.  Nobody seems to care that it is not as easy to get resources as it is 
for others who use their legs to move up and down.  When tests are 
arranged, venues are not decided upon with me in mind.  People here 
just think in terms of the majority.  I always have to end up asking for 
special arrangement” (Case five interview). 
 

Another respondent with partial visual impairment stated that she was affected 

academically because she had to delay studying by first having to have the letter size 

of books and other text enlarged before she could read them.  She felt that a lot of 

time went into the negotiation for enlarged text, and getting the texts from the 
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lecturers to take it to the resource room and then taking it back to the lecturers.  She 

was disappointed that they had to ask for the same things again and again.  This is 

how she described process: 

 

“I ask the lecturers to enlarge their text, but sometimes they just don’t 
do it.  Luckily, we have lecturers we can go to in the Resource Centre 
and they can ask their colleagues to give them their class notes for 
enlargement” (Case six interview). 
 

This finding is shared by students with learning difficulties cited by Denhart 

(2008:490), which were discussed in chapter 2 of this dissertation. 

 

Another respondent whose requests for extra time in examinations were met with the 

interpretation that she wanted to be given special treatment, asserted herself angrily as 

follows: 

 

“Extra-time has nothing to do with special treatment.  It has to do with 
different needs.  It should be made an official college regulation for 
students with visual impairment.  And the font-size should be increased” 
(Case eight interview). 
 

Yet another respondent confirmed the academic disadvantage he experienced due to 

the absence of material in Braille format, as indicated below: 

 

“But access does not end with sharing the same class and hostel room.  
The unavailability of information in Braille puts visually impaired 
students at a disadvantage.  In an academic environment like in 
College, everybody is busy.  You cannot have people read for you.  How 
many times was I late with my assignments and that is not because I am 
visually impaired, no!  It’s because I cannot easily find material.  We 
have to find a way of accommodating people with disabilities in 
education better” (Case nine interview). 
 

Case 11 offered the following explanation for missing information and, therefore 

obtaining less academic knowledge than her peers.  She felt that the lack of 

acknowledgement for her kind of disability, coupled with the absence of counseling 

support services, attributed to her academic backlog.  
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“It is more the social environment and lack of counseling.  Sometimes I 
miss information while I was right there in class.  It’s as if I am there 
physically, but am detached from activities in the class.  And when I get 
the information and I try to negotiate deadlines, the lecturers don’t 
understand.  At school, we had a Guidance Teacher who played the 
role of a counselor.  Here at college, since Ms. Norah left, it’s difficult 
to go to any lecturer and discuss one’s needs.  There’s really no one I 
can relate to here.  I feel there is no one I can trust” (Case 11 
interview).  
 

When asked what he found most difficult in the university, Case 14 revealed that he 

was mostly challenged in the academic arena, as he explains: 

 

“Mostly academics.  Starting school with not even a single piece of 
paper, not even a course outline, was weird.  I soon got a [tape] 
recorder, but it was not always efficient, and lecturers would not even 
give you a chance to set it up.  That’s when I realized that unlike at 
school, lecturers do not spend time on greetings.  They go straight to 
business.  So I was always battling between leaving the tape and just 
listen, or try to record from wherever I could.  Even when you are 
recording, many lecturers move around in the room, sometimes going 
too far away from the tape.  And when they leave, they don’t even say 
“I am gone.”  You just have to rely on the movement in class to know 
that the lecture is over” (Case 14 Interview). 

 

Sharing almost the same sentiments was Case 15, who explained how lecturers talk 

too fast, without making sure that students followed.  Asked how he coped with that 

situation, Case 15 had the following to say: 

 

“So I write what I can get in, and forget about the rest!” 
 

When he was asked how he would like his lecturers to help him not fall behind with 

academic work, Case 15 remarked: 

 

“I would like all the lecturers to E-mail their notes to me.  After all, I take 
longer routes than other people and I thus come late in most of the classes.  
If I know I will have the notes on my computer, I will be able to concentrate 
on listening in class rather than trying to take notes.  And you have seen my 
handwriting when I did the diary – it’s not fun” (Case 15 interview). 
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5.4.3.12.3 Discussion 
 

In ecological research, the properties of the person (needs arising from disability) and 

those of the environment (availability of support or learning material), the structure of 

the environment (offices to approach for specific needs) and the process taking place 

within and between these, should be viewed as important interdependent systems 

(Bronfenbrenner 1979:41).  The absence of interdependence and cooperation between 

and among these factors is likely to have serious repercussions on the academic 

performance of students. 

 

Drawing from the multiple examples cited by respondents above, it was clear that 

there is a correlation between challenges of students with disabilities and their 

academic progress.  Some students spent time on negotiating concessions and on 

collecting and delivering material to their lecturers.  Others had to face frustrations of 

getting to venues late, missing parts of their lectures and starting to write tests and 

examinations late.  Despite the awareness of lecturers and other staff of their 

disabilities, prior arrangements to accommodate them where not made.  Blind students 

especially did not have access to learning material since in most institutions it took 

long to get the needed material translated into Braille.  It can be concluded that 

institutions made minimal efforts to help students with disabilities adapt to their 

academic and physical environment.  It is documented that that students with higher 

adaptability received higher academic grades than those who spent a lot of time 

adapting to their environment (Keltikangas-Järvinen 2009:4). 

 

While the majority of the respondents had to work extra hard and spend more time 

doing tasks that took little time for other students to complete (Denhart 2008:492), 

some, out of frustration, resorted to taking in what they could and forgetting about the 

rest, delivering work of a lower quality than their actual potential or worse still, 

allowing lecturers to “give me the zero they so much want to give.”  The researcher 

agrees with the respondents that many of these challenges have actually nothing to do 

with the pathology of disability, but with the manner in which people in the 

environment respond to their disabilities.  This finding once again reveals that 

institutions can do much without major financial implications to support students with 
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disabilities, and by so doing, help them academically perform in line with their 

academic potentials. 

 

 
5.4.3.13 Impact of challenges on social lives of students with disabilities 

 
5.4.3.13.1 Students’ responses 

As in the case of academic challenges, the researcher was of the assumption that 

challenges experienced by students with disabilities had an impact on their social 

lives.  The data confirmed the researcher’s position stated above, as can be deduced 

from their following experiences.   

 

As in the previous theme, only a few examples will be cited, mostly from the 

interviews with respondents. 

 

Some respondents experienced stigmatization that obviously had a negative impact on 

their social-emotional well being.  For this respondent, however, this kind of 

treatment, however negative, had a positive element: it encouraged her to work 

harder. 

 

“In my class this year it is bad.  People stigmatize and always 
underestimate me.  There is no good cooperation between us in class.  I 
face many challenges.  Many times, people don’t want me in their 
group.  Sometimes the lecturers have to allocate me to a group.  But 
when they find things difficult and I know the answers, they are like 
surprised.  When they treat me like that, they just encourage me to work 
harder” (Case six interview). 

 

Case two referred repeatedly to the stairs, and the fact that she had to be carried as the 

most challenging form of her discomfort.  There is no doubt that these two elements 

of her life in higher education stand out as the most frequent, but socially 

uncomfortable factors of her student life. 

 

“I always have to think how to bypass the stairs. The stairs in this 
institution are just a crazy scene.  I even used to dream about elevators 
being erected here, and there…!  It is not fun being carried around.  I 
fear being dropped.  I feel I am inconveniencing others.  And it makes 
me feel very dependent, like a baby!” (Case two interview). 
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Case eight expressed how left out he feels when he misses information about events, 

because notices are often displayed in a font too small for him to read:  

 

“And information should be given so that everybody can get it.  Sometimes 
notices are placed on the notice board and if you miss it, you miss it.  You 
just find people saying let’s go!  You don’t know where to!” (Case eight 
interview). 

 

Case ten seemed to be affected by his community’s responses to his disability and 

these responses led to emotional feelings of rejection and isolation, as can be seen 

from the following extract from his interview: 

 

“I used to negotiate for extension of due dates, almost all the time.  I 
often have worries and cannot do my work properly. (What do you 
worry about?). I think about why I had to acquire the disability, you 
know, why I was born like this and so on.  And sometimes people expect 
you not to say anything correct.  It’s like they think “do you also have 
an opinion?” (Case ten interview). 

 

This respondent confirms the social model view on disability and the assumption that 

barriers experienced by persons with disabilities are created by their environment and 

rarely has to do with the pathology (Swain & French 2000:573).  The interdependence 

of systems also come to play here, as what happens in the life of the individual in one 

system, in this case the meso- and exo-systems; have an impact on his or her social 

well-being in the micro-system (institution). 

 

Case 12 felt that students with disabilities were left to fend for themselves to deal with 

problems arising from their challenges without much support from the counseling 

services at their institutions: 

 

“The Counselling Committee should become more visible and 
especially regarding issues of students with disabilities. If they were 
more active, I think the student with albinism will not have quitted 
school.  He had a lot of issues.  He did not feel comfortable being the 
only one with albinism here” (Case 12 interview). 
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Case 13, as Case 1, found it difficult to stand in a queue at the dining hall.  She 

expressed feelings of being a burden to others.  When asked what she found difficult 

in her institution, her response reflected the following: 

 

“The hostel life, especially going to the dining hall and having to queue 
for food.  You need to stand in a queue, holding your plate and cup. I 
can’t hold my plate and the crutch. When we told the matron that, she 
said I should find a friend who will do that for me. My friend is really 
willing and committed.  But I still feel I am burdening her.  When she’s 
not here, I go to bed on an empty stomach, unless someone else offers 
to carry food for me” (Case 13 interview). 

 

5.4.3.13.2 Discussion 
 

The findings of this research revealed that the challenges faced by students with 

disabilities had negative impacts not only on their socialization, but also on their self-

esteem.  Students reported of anxiety they experienced due to fear of being dropped 

by those who carry them, feeling dependent and like small children because they have 

to be carried by others, being served food by their peers, and being stigmatized and 

isolated. 

 

Once again, the researcher maintains that institutions do not need huge budgetary 

decisions and sacrifices to redress these situations.  It might be required that 

institutions go back to the drawing boards and assess their attitudes and standpoint 

regarding to inclusive education.  They could launch extensive awareness and 

sensitization campaigns to eliminate stigma and promote the rights of students with 

disabilities to higher education as well as the role all key players have in making their 

institutions warm environments in which students with disabilities feel welcomed and 

embraced. 

 

 
5.4.3.14 Exclusion of the included 

5.4.3.14.1 Students’ responses 
 

Respondents were asked if they remembered a time they felt excluded in their higher 

education institutions.  Some responses, mainly from the interview, are summarized 

below: 
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Figure 15: Respondents’ experiences of exclusion 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 12 indicates that six of the respondents experienced exclusion all the time in 

their institutions; another six respondents experienced exclusion only during certain 

times of the academic calendar, two respondents felt included all the time while one 

respondent indicated that he or she experienced both inclusion and exclusion.  Only 

one respondent did not have an experience of exclusion. 

 

Some examples of the respondents’ experiences are discussed below: 

 

Case two has a physical disability and could not participate in physical activities 

unless activities were designed to accommodate her specific needs.  This is how she 

describes her feelings of exclusion: 

 

“A lot of times, especially during Human Movement class!  The whole 
set-up in that class makes me feel totally excluded, as if I do not belong.  
When everybody is swimming and they make noise, splashing in the 
water and really having a good time, I just have to sit there and watch” 
(Case two interview). 
 

She however revealed that inside the classes she felt included and did not even 

remember that she is different. 
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Case three revealed that although he felt included almost all the time, the culture 

causes a person with a disability to be perceived as unfortunate and someone who 

needs to be pitied.  As a result, even if people want to socialize or just include a 

student with a disability in academic activities, they fear that they might get stuck 

with him or her (student with a disability).  He maintained that this fear was present 

even if they just heard that one has a disability and not seen it; they will still be 

reluctant.  However, he revealed that he felt more included than excluded except 

during the athletics season:  

 

“During athletics when physical activity is high here, I feel kind of 

excluded” (Case three interview). 

 
Case four also confirmed that it was common belief that people with disabilities are 

dependant on others.  As a result, she experienced exclusion a lot of times in her 

institution, based on some of the examples she mentions below: 

 

“I feel like that all the time.  I think it’s more because of the culture that 
makes a person with a disability feel like a burden.  It is not really 
because people literally make me feel that way.  During the cultural 
festival for example, there were music and other performances and I 
really wanted to see and do as much as possible.  But then, you will find 
that people have no consideration for your condition at all.  They come 
and stand and crowd in front of you and you can absolutely do nothing 
about it.  Another situation is the choir.  I am a choir member and all 
our practices are in a room upstairs.  I have to be carried up there.  I 
have told the choir organizer that I would prefer a venue that I can go 
to without being carried, but nothing has changed.  And the members 
are so willing to carry me up and down.  It’s like fun for them, but it 
makes me feel like a baby. 
 
And the bus!  When we go perform somewhere, we use the bus.  And 
that is my most humiliating moment. (It is humiliating to you?) You 
see:  I cannot roll with the wheelchair onto the bus.  I have to be 
carried or crawl into it.  And when I do, I catch everybody’s attention 
(laughing).  But inside I feel small and embarrassed.  I used a 
wheelchair from as long as I can remember.  It has become my 
trademark.  I don’t want to be seen in public without it. I am 
identifiable by it.  It’s part of my personality.  Like you Miss, if you see 
me in town without the wheelchair, will you recognize me 
immediately?”  
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The respondent, however, also experienced a sense of belongingness: 

 
“I feel included a lot.  People here are very helpful and friendly.  They 
come to my room and chat.  Sometimes two or three people come to go 
with me to class, etc.  But exam time, it’s not easy to find people to help” 
(Case four interview). 

 

The respondent in the above discussion came out strongly and expressed herself from 

the affirmation model position (Swain & French 2000; Michalko 2009).  This model 

manifests itself in persons with disabilities not wanting to be “normal”, and not 

mourning their disability.  In the contrary, they are happy with the way they are and 

all they want is society to stop thinking of them as people who were struck by tragedy.  

They want society to remove the physical as well as imaginary barriers they have 

created to separate the two groups; those with disabilities and those without 

disabilities.  The respondent in this interview took ownership of her positive 

relationship and identification with the wheelchair.  She portrayed the wheelchair as 

part of her image and confronts the researcher with the question: “Like you Miss, if 

you see me in town without the wheelchair, will you recognize me immediately?” 

 
Based on the body language and the power carried by the respondent’s voice in this 

conversation, the researcher intentionally decided to transgress grammar rules and use 

two question marks instead of one at the end of a rather powerful question.  Suddenly, 

the researcher saw the strong woman in this respondent.  With this question, the 

respondent took the researcher on an introspective journey for a moment.  And while 

the researcher was pondering her own reaction, with the picture of the bus and the 

respondent sitting outside, the respondent left her there and came back to her 

experiences of inclusion, and her value for the support she receives in her institution.  

This turn-around was also meaningful in the narrative.  For the researcher, it meant 

that the respondent did not want to let the researcher go with the impression that she is 

excluded all the time.  It was as if she needed to undo the strong emotions that 

accompanied the discussion earlier.   

 

This awakening conversation made an impact on the mind of the researcher.  It 

confirmed the importance of voice in social studies research.  It reminds disability 

service providers to include persons with disabilities in the design of their 

interventions.  If the researcher were asked for her advice on this particular problem 
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getting the respondent to become part of those in the bus, prior to this conversation 

she would most likely have said: “Let’s fold the wheelchair and put Case four on the 

bus!”   

 

Case five experienced exclusion during his early days on campus, which he attributes 

to insensitivity and lack of consideration. 

 

“Yes, during the orientation period, when I just joined the Poly, a bus 
came to the hostel to take students to an excursion to the swimming 
pool.  I could not get in, and nobody seemed to care.  That day I 
doubted whether I came to the right place.  Yes, academically one feels 
included.  But there is no social inclusion here.  People just carry on as 
if you are not there.  You can easily miss a meal because you cannot get 
to the dining room in time, and often matrons don’t listen to reason.  I 
missed meals many times!” (Case five interview). 
 

Case five surprisingly continued the debate of how to make sure that students using 

wheelchairs participate by joining bus trips.  His interview revealed how exclusion is 

often used as a solution to the problem that society has dealing with disability.  Sadly, 

the respondent realized that nobody seemed to be bothered that he stayed behind.  It is 

obvious that if anyone thought about the fact that he stayed behind, they most likely 

thought that he stayed because of his disability!   

 

The lesson arising from these two examples of exclusion is that neither carrying 

persons with physical disabilities (and by so doing separating them from their 

assistive devices) nor leaving them behind are justifiable interventions to the 

exclusion of students with disabilities in socialization activities. 

 
Case seven believes that she is intentionally sidelined because of her disability, 

especially during group work in class: 

 

“People do not always choose me.  Many times I find myself alone.  
Now I don’t go to ask to join a group.  I just sit by myself and work 
alone.” (Case seven interview). 
 

There were, however, times that she felt included and that was because even if her 

classmates sidelined her, her friends included her in all their activities. 
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Case eight firmly stated that he never felt excluded in his campus, speaking with pride 

of the people at OCE:  

 

 “I feel like this [included] all the time and people here don’t make 
funny remarks about you like in the community where people say in 
your presence: “Look at that “ekishi” (albino” (Case eight interview). 
 

 
Case ten narrated his experiences of exclusion as follows: 

 

“Yes, I feel like that [excluded] a lot, especially during Physical 
Education and other sport activities.  I used to participate, and when I 
did, people would laugh and all their attention would be focused on me.  
Now I just stand and watch.  I don’t participate.  I feel so isolated. Also 
now and then, in class discussions, I feel that my opinions are not 
valued” (Case 10 interview). 
 

He explained that he felt included because of a positive action by one of his lecturers:   

 

When Mr. Mutumba chose me to be class Councilor (class captain).  
The responsibilities given to me makes me feel valued, and the group 
listens to me, and they also consult with me but I take the final decision 
and they respect it” (Case ten interview). 

 

Case 11 felt excluded many times in her college environment, as she explains: 

 

“A lot of times!  People are not sensitive with what they say here.  
When others talk about their childhood, I become depressed.  I only 
have this sad unfortunate experience to remember, nothing else, no 
games, no camps, nothing! 
 
And here, people come to your room anytime, even if you want to be 
alone!  Well, it’s not easy for them to know that and I know they mean 
well.  But it is also culturally inappropriate to tell someone to just go 
away when you want to be alone.  Then people will start hating you” 
(Case 11 interview).  
 

 
Case 13 narrates an event that made her really feel excluded: 

 

“One day, our XX (subject intentionally omitted) teacher was giving a 
test. We all came to the venue and waited and waited. Since I had 
something urgent to attend to, I went to town, hoping that I will go and 
come back quickly.  When I came back, I found that the lecturer 
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eventually came and people wrote the test.  When I went to see her, she 
was angry and shouted at me in front of everybody.  She made feel that 
I want to be given special treatment.  The more I tried to explain, the 
more she shouted, arguing that, if others waited, why couldn’t I also 
wait?  At last, she gave me a re- test, but not without anger.  I really felt 
bad” (Case 13 interview).  
 

But she ends on a positive note that, in general, she receives a lot of support from 

friends and some lecturers that makes her feel included a lot of times. 

 
Case 14 was adamant that although his exclusion was not intentional, it was about 

time that people started to realize that he needs other forms of media in order to 

access information.  He explains: 

 
“Not really, but almost with every function or big event you are left 
behind in a way.  People forget to prepare alternatives for you in 
Beauty Pageants, Fun Days, etc.  In UNAM, everything is visual.  If you 
can’t see, you are out!  Sometimes I hear about an event when I can 
smell all the after shaves and sprays of people preparing for something.  
Then they even say,” haven’t you seen all the posters, they are all over 
campus!  Oh sorry of course you can’t see!  The SRC for information 
and publicity should make use of all possible forms of media, and we 
have UNAM Radio which I listen to 24/7!” (Case 14 interview). 

 
Case 15 experienced a dose of both exclusion and inclusion as he points out below: 
 

“Yes, now and then when there are important soccer matches.  I really 
want to watch, but then people have to carry me up to the TV room.  
And I am a heavy man.  You and Andy tried the other day and did not 
even manage to move me an inch.  Now how do you expect anyone to 
carry me?  So I am left there to listen to the radio.  Levi promised to 
give me the key to the Dean of Students room where there is a TV, but 
until now I am told the keys are lost.  And sometimes I am hungry and 
The Grub [food outlet for students on campus] is closed.  I cannot get 
to Independence cafeteria unless I go around to the back side.  Here, 
you can even go to bed hungry if your support system is not there.  You 
see, for other students it is easy to grab a packet of chips somewhere, 
eat and continue straight with their work.  I have to work out how to get 
where!”  (Case 15 interview). 

 

5.4.3.14.2 Discussion 

 

Although all the respondents who felt excluded referred to very specific once-off 

events that have contributed to feelings of exclusion and rejection, the number of 
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those who experienced exclusion was overwhelmingly high.  Only one respondent felt 

included and did not refer to any particular scenario that made him feel excluded at 

any particular time on his campus.  It is also worth mentioning that all the respondents 

who experienced exclusion also experienced inclusion in many other ways. 

 

Exclusion experiences can be divided into three groups: 

One, which was the majority, was due to a lack of understanding and, therefore, lack 

of provision for persons with disabilities in academic and social activities. A number 

of respondents felt excluded because during sport and other physical education 

activities, they were left to watch others and no activities were targeted towards 

including them. 

 

Two, lack of sensitivity on the part of both co-students and lecturers toward the needs 

of students with disabilities.  In this regard, students with disabilities would be 

excluded from group participation by their co-students, and only in a few cases did 

lecturers attempt to redress the situation.  Some students told stories of being 

undermined by other students, while others were simply sidelined. 

 

Three, lack of planning social activities in such away that students with disabilities are 

notified about the activities, are active participants in the activities and are provided 

with comfortable positions where they could watch or participate in social activities 

(Zimba et al 2007:21).  Respondents told stories about people having to carry them to 

a room where they could access television to watch soccer, or where people simply 

crowd in front of them, and by so doing block their view or being left out in 

information dissemination. 

 

It can be concluded that challenges of students with disabilities, which led to feelings 

of exclusion and rejection, were more social than academic in nature and can be easily 

addressed through awareness and sensitization efforts.  The majority of respondents 

felt included inside classrooms, with the exception of two who felt stigmatized due to 

assumingly cultural perceptions of disability.  Stigmatization and exclusion was rife in 

social, as opposed to academic settings.  It is possibly because those who organize 

extra-curricular and or sport activities do not always take into consideration the 

importance of sport and socialization in holistic development of all students.  The lack 
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of knowledge about disability issues could also be a contributing factor to this 

unintentional exclusion.   

 

Even unifying events such as meals posed as situations for some students with 

disabilities, as can be seen from the picture below. 

 

Visual 7: Inability to choose food due to height limitations 

 
 
It is clear that there is need for wider sensitization and awareness rising regarding the 

inclusion of students with disabilities beyond academic programmes.  One institution 

held a Disability Awareness Day to sensitize campus community about students with 

disabilities.  At this occasion, one of the respondents was a keynote speaker.  In a 

similar case, the Advocacy and Resource Center for Students with Disabilities at 

UNISA held a Disability Awareness Week from 1–5 September 2008 to primarily 

highlight issues related to disability as one of the national priorities and to enhance 

awareness of disability amongst the UNISA community (UNISA 2008:7).  These are 

examples worth emulating.   

 

While this was the situation for students who had an interest in participating in 

socialization and sport activities, three of the respondents did not care at all what 

happened on the social arena, and felt they were there to get a qualification and 

nothing else.  It was not clear whether prior negative experiences contributed to their 

position.  It is worth noting that all three of these respondents are the ones who also 
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viewed asking for support on a daily basis as embarrassing and leading to feelings of 

guilt.  This finding confirms the applicability of the Intimacy versus Isolation stage of 

Vygotsky in (Snowman and Biehler 2006:25) which is common between ages 18–35.  

This stage was discussed in detail in chapter three of this dissertation. 

 

Suggestions made by students with disabilities to make the social environment more 

conducive to them point to intentional programmes that need to be launched in 

institutions of higher education for the purpose of making socialization accessible to 

all students. 

 
5.4.3.15 Correlation between disability and gender 
 
5.4.3.15.1 Students’ responses 
 
Respondents were asked whether there was any discrepancy in treatment between a 

male and female person with disabilities.  The question read: “Do you think it is more 

difficult to be a male or to be a female with a disability?”  

 

Figure 16 provides an overview of the respondents’ opinions on the relationship 

between disability and gender. 

 

 
Figure 16: Correlation between gender and disability 
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Figure 14 indicates that ten respondents did not see that gender played a role in how 

persons with disabilities are treated; four respondents maintained that women with 

disabilities were at a higher disadvantage than men with disabilities and one 

respondent believed that women with disabilities were treated more sympathetically 

than men with disabilities in society. 

 

A few selected responses are presented below: 

Case one, who is female, asserted that personality played a bigger role than gender in 

how persons with disabilities are treated.  The responses one gets from people depend 

on the way one communicates and reaches out to people, and involvement in 

activities. 

 

Case two, who is female, was of the opinion that disability responses were the same 

whether one was male or female, especially at institutional level.  But based on her 

personal experiences, her brother also uses a wheelchair, and he seems to socialize 

better and easier than her.  Like Case one, she thinks it seems to be more a personality 

than it is a gender issue.   

 

Case four, who is female, said it was easier for a male with a disability to ask 

someone to go on a date than it is for a female with a disability.  The same move 

would be perceived as weird for a female. She also found it difficult to tell whether 

guys (men) approached her for her company out of pity or genuine interest.  When the 

researcher asked if it would not be the same for a woman without a disability, the 

respondent maintained that it would be even worse when the woman has a disability. 

 

Case seven, who is female, observed that the type of disability mattered more than the 

sex of the affected individual.   

 

Case eight, who is male, argued that there were no gender differences as such.  “The 

way people treat you, depends on how you communicates to people and the type of 

disability.” He continued to state that people in Owambo [Oshikoto, Oshana, Omusati 

and Ohangwena regions] are used to people with albinism and are not likely to stare at 

them or treat them in a way that shows rejection.  Whether male or female, they get 

the same treatment. 
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Case nine, who is male, was sure that there was definitely differential treatment along 

gender lines.  He said females with visual impairment were easy targets for robbery 

and cheating by partners.  He also maintained that it was rare to find a female with 

visual impairment who was married to a sighted partner, because his family would not 

allow him to marry someone who is blind.  But there are many sighted women 

married to blind males because somehow the family is prepared to shift their 

responsibility of care to that person. 

 

Case ten, who is male, maintained that men with disabilities were treated with less 

sympathy.   

 

“Also, if you are a male with a disability, it is hard to get a girlfriend 
who just loves you.  If she accepts you, it is most likely because she is 
gaining from you, and she will also have the attitude of you-have-to-be-
thankful-I- accepted-you!” (Case 10 interview). 

 

Case 13, who is female, felt that people do not really consider gender but now and 

then one comes across nasty remarks such as: “who could have made a woman like 

this pregnant, don’t they have pity she was convinced that the same won’t be said to a 

man with a disability that impregnates someone.  Also, she shares an experience of a 

male student who walked up to her in the computer lab and asked her to vacate 

because he wanted to use that very computer.  She was shocked and surprised that 

while she succumbed to the pressure of the man who was getting more and more 

aggressive when she did not obey him, nobody bothered to intervene or defend her.  

She kept wondering: “What was his case, gender or disability or both; and why did 

everybody just look on?”  

 

Case 13 raises crucial issues of the role of significant others in eradicating negative 

perceptions and violence against persons with disabilities.  The question: “Why did 

everybody just look on?” is crucial for inclusive education.  Inclusive education 

requires shared ideals and conformity to those ideals as it has been explained in 

chapter two.  Inclusion should not be the battle of persons with disabilities against 

their communities.  Communities should be ready to protect the human rights of all its 

members, regardless of their abilities, gender, colour and other indicators so often 
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used to differentiate.  The researcher is of the opinion that “looking on” means taking 

a passive stance or approving of the behavior being practiced.   

 

Case 15, who is male, was aware of differential treatment given to people with 

disabilities based on gender.  But he said that he specifically did not have any 

problems with girls.  He believed he had fewer problems finding a life partner than his 

female peers with disabilities.  He said:   

 

“You see, I am a man and has a right to propose to a woman.  But in 
my culture, a woman may not approach a man, and if she has a 
disability, it is more likely that she will be ridiculed.”   But the fact that 
guys make this funny comments about me, (like Oh Patti, man is man! 
[This is an Afrikaans expression meaning a man is a man]) when my 
girlfriend is around, shows that they actually did not expect me to have 
one”.  

 

5.4.3.15.2 Discussion 

 

Ten out of 15 respondents shared the sentiment that there was little correlation 

between gender and disability as far as treatment in their institutions as well as society 

was concerned.  Some were of the opinion that people with disabilities were treated 

on the basis of their communication with others as well as their personalities, rather 

than on the basis of gender. 

 

Four of the respondents believed that disability definitely puts women at a 

disadvantage, especially with regard to social relationships and power in such 

relationships.  Cultural values prescribe that women had little negotiating power in 

relationships, and women with disabilities had even less such power.  Insulting 

remarks and discriminatory treatment were directed more towards female than male 

students with disabilities. 

 

Only one respondent observed that men with disabilities received less sympathy than 

females with disabilities in institutions of higher education.  
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One respondent narrated experiences that made her believe that she was treated in a 

particular manner because of being a woman with a disability. Her experience speaks 

about someone who verbally attacked her and showed her disrespect in a computer 

room of her institution, with no intervention whatsoever from the people around her. 

 

Contrary to literature and the preconceived ideas of the researcher that women with 

disabilities faced a double disadvantage in Namibian society, the majority of the 

sample suggested that there was a minimal correlation between disability and gender 

(Priestley 2001:9).  In a study conducted in Uganda (Stone 2001:56), it was reported 

that blind women where not considered good wives in that culture.  In that study, all 

blind women where married to blind men and were able to meet all the cultural 

expectations in their households and families.  The sample of this study, however, 

seems to suggest that the occurrence of disability in itself seemed to overrule gender 

insofar as individuals with disabilities are perceived in their ecological environments. 

 
Despite respondents’ experiences, they all emerged with positive personal 

philosophies that inspired them to pursue their studies and bring them to a successful 

conclusion.  It would be more meaningful if co-students, lecturers and other staff 

members in institutions had a role to play in supporting these students’ visions.  They 

could create more positive environments and even go to the extent of protecting and 

defending them in their courses, as well as helping them experiencing a sense of 

belongingness, if need be.  This observation raised the question whether significant 

others were aware of the students’ visions and aspirations.  Were there opportunities 

in higher education institutions whereby people could share their visions and identify 

peers who would support one another, regardless of their abilities and disabilities?  

Perhaps support groups, such as one that was established in one of the institutions, 

would be a good platform for such practices. 

 

5.4.3.16 Cultural beliefs and their role in inclusive education 

 

5.4.3.16.1 Students’ responses 
 

Respondents were asked if they were aware of cultural beliefs in their communities 

that could cause people in their institutions to treat them differently from people 
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without disabilities.  The question was mainly aimed at determining the role of culture 

in fostering inclusive practices.  Only selected examples are discussed in detail here 

below: 

 

Case one could not pinpoint any behavior she could attribute to cultural beliefs, but at 

times people from a particular cultural group would disregard her and treat her in a 

manner that made her feel inferior, while someone from that same cultural group 

would treat her well.  She assumed that it had to do with the manner in which 

different people were raised, and whether or not they had prior encounters with people 

with disabilities. 

 

Case two shared the same sentiments as the Case one, as she revealed that people are 

different, and it was difficult to link behavior to culture.   

 

“A lot of people, from different cultural backgrounds, stare at you, and 
when you look at them, they look away.  And a lot more people look at 
you with pity … you can see it from their eyes.  Some even say softly: 
‘look at that poor girl, I wonder what caused it; it must be difficult to 
live like her”. 
 

But, she says, pity does not help at all.  
 
Case three maintained that he knows that in many Namibian cultures, if you have a 

disability, you are pitied and sometimes even sidelined.  But he was quick to say that, 

in his college, he has not experienced much of that, perhaps because not many people 

know about his disability.  He has, however, noticed some curiosity from people who 

heard that he has a disability who wanted to see what type of disability it was, and he 

was wondering why people would want to confirm that he has a disability.   

 

“Confirm and then do what?  Discriminate?” 
 

Case five confirmed that definitely, disability was associated with inferiority. 

 

“In class, it takes time for your colleagues to realize that, you do not 
walk, but it does not mean that you are academically inferior.” 
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Case six concurs with Case five and adds that people in her college view persons with 

disabilities as empty shells.   

 

“They even go to the extent of abusing and misusing one’s resources 
because you are visually impaired and will not see”. 

 

Case seven confirmed that there were many cultural beliefs and these obviously direct 

the way people treat you at college.   

 

“There are still people who believe that albino’s eat people; and that it 
is a bad omen to have albinism and stuff like that.  Some people shy 
away from us, just in case we decide to eat them up, you know 
(laughing)!” 

 
Like the previous respondent, Case eight revealed awareness of some cultural beliefs 

related to albinism, as he says:  

 

“Yes, some people believe that all albinos are blind or are going to turn blind.  
Some think if you are exposed to the sun, you will melt or something like that.  
So they think that we cannot do certain jobs like being security guards, or even 
cultivating the land.  Some think if they touch your skin, it will damage”.  
 

He concluded that he was not surprised that some people have never shaken hands 

with him or hugged him. 

 
Case nine also confirmed the notion of stigmatization based on disability: 

 

“Yes, in this part of the country, when you have a disability, you are a 
nobody…, a useless person.  Therefore, you have to proof yourself all 
the time.  If you do something wrong, people think it is because you are 
visually impaired, even if those who are not visually impaired make the 
same mistakes”. 

 

Case ten said that he was not sure whether it was cultural or mere attitude of 

individuals, but he said:  

 

“These attitudes [beliefs] that disability is caused by witchcraft, 
obviously make some people in the College to avoid you.  There are a 
lot of beliefs here.  Some people, as educated as they are, believe that 
we are witches walking around at night bewitching other people.  And 
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these are not old people in the village.  They are tomorrow’s teachers 
and teacher-educators!” 

 

He said that he was told by his cousin, and even by co-students, that a lot of people 

used to fear him when they first saw him.  He also shares an incident whereby, during 

his Teaching Practice, a parent asked one of his lecturers how they dare sending a 

teacher to the school who was so short that he needed to stand on a chair in order to 

write on the chalkboard.  This incident left him thinking, “what does height has to do 

with teaching?” 

 

This, to him, was also a confirmation that cultural beliefs and discriminatory attitudes 

were held by old and young alike. 

 

Case 13 concurred with those who affirmed that in some cultures, persons with 

disabilities were not valued.   

 

“And I see it also here.  Sometimes, someone would just pass you as if 

you don’t exist, without even saying Good Morning!” 

 
(Researcher’s note:  Greeting has always been an important aspect of the Black 

Namibian culture.  Although it is starting to change, normally, one would greet 

everyone you meet, even if you do not know them). 

 

Case 14 said that the fact that people with disabilities were given too much help and 

pity could be attributed to culture.   

 

“But I dislike this too much pity.  People help you too much, to the 
extent of wanting to go with you inside the toilet, or stirring the tea for 
you.  It reinforces dependency of people with disabilities to society.  It 
promotes this poor-blind-man-attitude which I cannot stand”. 

 

He also referred to lack of sensitivity among people in the university that is 

manifested in people bumping into you, or asking you things requiring vision when 

they know you cannot see. 
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Asked about their opinions on how disability was perceived in their institutions, four 

categories of association, as illustrated in Figure 17, emerged. 

 

 
Figure 17: Responses and associations with disabilities 

 
 
 
Figure 17 indicates that three (3) respondents were convinced that disability in was 

associated with pity; another four (4) respondents felt that disability was associated 

with inferiority; three (3) respondents felt that disability was associated with evil, 

witchcraft and bad omens, while four respondents indicated that disability was 

associated with several unfounded myths.  These findings confirm that disability was 

largely associated with negativity.  It is therefore not surprising that some people, in 

higher education institutions, would rather not get involved in the lives of people with 

disabilities. 

 

5.4.3.16.2 Discussion 
 

A combination of responses to the question on disability and gender, as well as the 

one on disability and cultural beliefs yielded the following set of beliefs, myths and 

attitudes toward disability in higher education in Namibia: 

• Women with disabilities were not sure that men were genuinely interested in 

dating them or whether they only did it out of pity. 

• Some people believed that a person who has a disability cannot have a 

“normal” life, meaning having a career and supporting a family financially, 
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physically and emotionally; fulfilling one’s cultural role in his or her 

community and bearing children. 

• Because in some cases children ran away when they have seen people with 

disabilities, some persons with disabilities would experience feelings of 

resentment toward fate and God. 

• In some communities, women with disabilities are easy targets for robbery and 

cheating by partners. 

• It is more culturally accepted for a sighted woman to marry a man who is blind 

than a blind woman marrying a sighted man. 

• Women without disabilities who have partners with disabilities are likely to 

have a “you-have-to-be-thankful-attitude” toward their partners. 

• People of either gender having a relationship with a partner with a disability 

are likely to be continuously questioned about their choice. 

• In some communities, it is expected that women with disabilities should not 

bear children, and when they are seen pregnant, they are pitied and those who 

impregnated them are viewed as cruel. 

• It is not expected of a man with a disability to have a girlfriend.   

• People with disabilities are always dependent. 

• Some people still believe that people with albinism eat people. 

• Some people attribute disability to witchcraft. 

• Some people attribute disability to evil and bad omens. 

 

The discussions in this section gave the researcher the impression that respondents’ 

limited their understanding of “culture” to “ethnic group.”  Therefore, the discussion 

that follows here should be viewed within that context.   

 

All respondents acknowledged that there were cultural beliefs that caused persons 

with disabilities to be treated differently from persons without disabilities.  However, 

respondents were reluctant to link these beliefs to particular cultural groups, as they 

have observed that while one person from a particular ethnic group would respond 

positively to disability, another person from that very cultural group would respond 

with extreme negativity to disability.  As a result, the researcher concludes that 

cultural beliefs regarding disability are not necessarily fixed along ethnic origin lines, 



325 
 

but are more general across black Namibian groups.  Respondents also linked these 

beliefs to childrearing practices and exposure.  One of the respondents indicated that 

many people only stop judging persons with disabilities by the various cultural labels 

when disability occurs in their own families.  The findings of this study suggest that 

cultural beliefs on disability could not be linked to ethnic diversity, but to a more 

holistic, national belief system.  The position of the respondents is confirmed by 

Bronfenbrenner (1979:88), who hypothesized that, in an ecological environment, it is 

likely that people act out of cultural stereotypes, which could further be reinforced by 

social stereotypes and the media. 

 

There was an overwhelming consensus among respondents that disability was 

associated with uselessness, inferiority, evil, witchcraft and excessive pity.  A number 

of respondents revealed that there was some kind of negativity attached to disability, 

and this manifested into stigma that students with disability experienced.  In some 

parts of the country, disability was associated with witchcraft; hence the isolation or 

partial distance some students with disabilities experienced.  Some revealed not being 

included in social activities, not being touched by friends, being feared and many 

more.  This theme pointed to the existence of the traditional model (Tirussew 

2006:64) in perceptions of disability in Namibia. 

 

5.4.4 MOST PRESSING CHALLENGES OF STUDENTS WITH 

DISABILITIES 
 

In an effort to do justice to the core objective of this research, which of identifying 

challenges of students with disabilities in higher education institutions, respondents 

were asked to reflect on their most pressing challenges.  The question was aimed at 

allowing respondents to summarize their main challenges.  Some responses are 

presented and discussed below both verbally and visually. 

 

 
5.4.4.1 Support to students with disabilities in libraries 

Respondents reported their two-fold struggle with using the libraries in their 

institutions.  First, it was difficult to get to the library if one had physical disabilities.  

Second, once one had reached the library, in some cases, support within the library 
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was missing and or the resources were not available in alternative formats.  Case one 

revealed that library staff was not sensitized to render support to students with 

disabilities.  As a result, students with disability experienced hostility when trying to 

access books that were on top shelves as well as the copier.  Case one reported that, 

instead of helping her, library staff remained seated, and when asked for assistance, 

they told the respondent to ask her friends to help her.  Case 10 shared the same 

experience with library staff in his institution. 

 

Visual 8: Limited support to students with disabilities 

 
This photo was taken by one of the respondents to illustrate limitations he faced with 

accessing books in his college library. 

 

Regarding access to the library, the respondent described how far the library was from 

the main campus buildings, and how difficult it was to push the wheelchair over the 

steep hill leading to the library.  Moreover, there was no provision for bicycles or 

wheelchairs on the road.  This caused some students with disabilities to postpone or 
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cancel some of his academic tasks to save himself and others the trouble of getting 

him to and from the library. 

 

 
5.4.4.2 Limited access to sport venues 

Case one experienced serious limitations regarding accessing sport venues (see visual 

11).  She revealed that although sport is her hobby, she cannot choose where to sit at 

the pavilion.  She is compelled to sit at the first two steps because the stairs are too 

high and wide for her.  The respondent took this picture to demonstrate that, was it not 

for her friends who are willing to sit with her at the lowest possible level, she would 

have sat there alone.  She regards the way the sport field is designed as 

discriminatory, and expressed the hope that the current renovations would take 

disability access into account. 

 

Visual 9: Structural barriers 

 
 

 
5.4.4.3 Accessing venues on campus 

Case two discussed at length the challenges she experiences daily in an attempt to 

access lecture rooms and other venues on campus.  Due to the prominence of stairs 

and the absence of ramps, she relied on others to carry or push her in her wheelchair 

from one point to another, a situation she described as unpleasant.  She continuously 
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experienced emotions of fear and guilt, especially given the fact that those carrying 

her had to be reminded about her on a regular basis.  She felt that she overburdened 

other people who had to help her unwillingly.  Contrary to Case one, the library was 

her “comfort zone” as it was amongst the few venues on campus that had wheelchair-

access.  She spent most of her free time there, and library staff seemed to feel obliged 

to help her.  But she also had limitations in the library because the rules do not allow 

one to eat or drink in the library. 

 

This is an excerpt from her diary which explains her feelings: 

 

“In the IMTE [Integrated Media and Technology] class, the lab does 
not have enough computers for the whole class.  All the computers are 
occupied.  I already completed my PowerPoint assignments.  So I’m 
sitting around doing nothing, just waiting for the others.  When it’s 
nearly time to go, I am starting to feel anxious and worried.  I’m not 
assertive so it’s difficult to ask for help.  The guys leave one by one.  
My friend who I am usually with does not take English.  She does 
Home Ecology.  Her class is downstairs in same block (Commerce).  I 
have English on the other side.  So I feel anxious because she is 
staying late in the IMTE class while I have to go.  I always wonder 
who can help me.  Finally, when all the guys have gone and there’s 
only one guy left, I tell him not to forget me.  He is alone.  He alone 
tilts my chair back and a girl holds the front of the chair and we go 
down the stairs step-by-step, very slowly.  I am terrified that one of 
them will slip and one or all of us will get hurt” (Diary 27 July 2008). 

 

In this entry, the respondent expresses her biggest challenge as an emotional one.  She 

uses the words “anxious”, “worried”, “difficult to ask for help”, “wonder that can help 

me” “go down the stairs one-by-one” and “I am terrified”.  When moving from one 

class to another, students are expected to reflect on work they have completed, or 

what they expect to do in the next class, or simply day dream.  For this particular 

respondent though, going down stairs causes her most emotional difficulty. 

 

She describes her second day on the time-table (Day 2) as: 

 

“What an irritating day!!  I HATE HATE day 2!! I as usual came 
around half past seven.  I was dropped off at the Main Hall so I can 
wait for my 09h10 class to start.  It’s cold and windy.  My fingers feel 
like ice.  But I have nowhere to go!  It actually feels like a trap.  To my 
right side are the stairs to go down to the C- and D-blocks.  And I 
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cannot go down to the library because it means I will have to ask 
some guys to help me come up here again at 09h00 for class.  I cannot 
go through that stress!  And to your left are stairs leading out of the 
College. I cannot go that way too, even though I can see there’s nice 
sun there.  I wish I could chill by some sunlight, but I’m stuck. 
 
At 09h00, I heard that our lecturer was not around which means we 
would have no class!  I feel like I have wasted my time, as usual.  So, 
if we have no class, it means I have to go all the way to the Art Centre 
down the gravel road.  I was up at the Main Hall for nothing!  One of 
my classmates helped by pushing me to the Art Centre.  I sat there and 
waited for Y (subject intentionally omitted) class which would start at 
09h55.  About 10 minutes later one of my classmates comes to tell me 
we do have HME after all.  I was shocked.  Apparently, the lecturer 
wanted me to go to class.  I was thinking: “Is she completely out of 
her mind?” Is she crazy? Must I really go all the way up the gravel 
road, wheelbarrow-style, up the flight of stairs to attend sport 
class?????  I REFUSED! There’s no way I will go up there for 20 
minutes and still have to come back down the same gravel road to 
attend Arts class! 
 
After that stress, guess what happened! The Y (subject intentionally 
omitted) lecturer came out and told me that my art group would not be 
having a lesson today.  She was going somewhere.  I was furious!!!  It 
thought: “I came all the way down here for nothing??” How was I 
supposed to go back up??? 
 
I decided to join one of the other groups because I couldn’t sit around 
and do nothing: From 09h55 to 12h10?? After all I had to be pushed 
back up the gravel road to attend Maths class. What a bad day!” 
 

Visual 10: Dependency on others due to structural barriers 
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The respondent obviously resents her day two on the time-table.  She uses strong 

language and at times capital letters and punctuation marks to emphasize her strongest 

feelings.  Some of the phrases she uses are as follows:  “What an irritating day!! Then 

in the next sentence she says: “I HATE this day”.  Not only does she write HATE in 

capital letters, she also repeats the word.  The respondent then describes the weather: 

“It is cold and windy. My fingers feel like ice but I have nowhere to go.” 

 

She further describes how one of her classmates confirmed that they indeed had H 

(subject intentionally omitted) and the lecturer specifically wanted her to go to class 

that day.  It appears that on some days, she was not expected to go to that class and 

that the lecturer did not always turn up. 

 

The respondent shares not only her actions, but her thoughts: 
 
“Is she crazy?  Must I really go all the way up the gravel road, 
wheelbarrow-style, up the flight of stairs to attend sport class?????  I 
REFUSED! There’s no way I will go up there for 20 minutes and still 
have to come back down the same gravel road to attend J (subject 
intentionally omitted) class!” 
 

After sharing all the experiences of the day, the respondent ends with: “What a bad 

day”. 

 

The intensity of emotions experienced by the respondent, calls for the presentation of 

an analysis of experiences of students with disabilities to institutional administration 

and lecturers.  Perhaps, such a presentation will make people realize how the small 

things they do, or neglect to do, are not always that small for others at the receiving 

end. 

 

This respondent thanks her parents for providing her with a computer at home, as the 

computer labs at college are all upstairs, and are only open in the afternoons.  This is 

again a demonstration of how much she is saved from another dose of unpleasant 

experiences in the afternoon, had she not had a computer at home.  It has to be noted 

that in Namibia, many people do not have computers at home. 
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5.4.4.4 Inflexibility in regulations 

Case 3 found the lack of flexibility in hostel regulations, especially the strictness of 

meal times, very annoying.  

 

“Because I was late, I had to go to school without breakfast.  I was very 
unhappy because of it [not having taken breakfast] was going to affect 
my concentration” (Case seven diary). 

 

In agreement with one of the respondents in another institution, he too found it strange 

that matrons did not to understand that it is common for them to be late for meals 

because of their mobility impairment, and they should not be punished because of it. 

 
Yet another respondent demonstrates frustration and dismay with certain institutional 

regulations as can be deduced from the following: 

 
07 August 2008 

 

“I took a picture of the swimming pool that causes me stress and anger.  
This is where I am forced to go into the water while I don’t want to.  
You see, in swimming, you need balance.  And with one leg, you need 
specific techniques to maintain balance.  I doubt if the lecturer can 
apply those techniques because all s/he says is that everybody should 
go into the water!  That’s all.  Then s/he stands outside and watch”. 
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Visual 11:  Challenge of swimming for students with disabilities 

 
The respondent used the words “stress and anger” to describe the impact on his 

emotional well-being resulting from the expectation that he had to swim. 

 

 
5.4.4.5 Infrastructure that does not take cognizance of disability issues 

One of the respondents explained at length how they were affected by infrastructure 

that does not take disability into account.  He refers to slippery floors, and bathrooms 

and toilets that increase the risk of falling.  The respondent demonstrates his 

frustration by way of the following example in his dairy: 
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July 2008   

“I was walking from the block to the library.  On this path, there is one 
place that very smooth, steep and slippery. It would have been better if 
there were stairs.  So, I fell down, and people were laughing at me.  I 
felt embarrassed”. 

 

Researcher’s comment:  In some Namibian cultures, specifically amongst blacks, 

falling is viewed as embarrassing. Laughing at someone who has fallen down is a 

common response. 

 

Case four described her major challenges as the limiting physical environment of her 

institution.  These are some excerpts from her diary to demonstrate her day to day 

encounters with this challenge: 

 

Visual 12: Students with physical disabilities excluded by infrastructure 
 

 
Concurring with others mentioned earlier, Case five regarded access to the library, 

bathrooms and toilets that are not adapted to the needs of a wheelchair user as his 

major challenges.  He often had to make use of the bucket to bath, as his room has not 

been fitted with a bathtub, despite his request for such a room. 
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Visual 13: Alternative arrangements to infrastructure that is not disability-friendly 

 
 
Visual 14: Toilets too narrow for wheelchair users 

 
Case five was of the opinion that the absence of disability-friendly facilities has to do 

with how institutions and individuals perceived disability and not so much the 

financial barrier so often used as an explanation. 

 

 
5.4.4.6 Exclusion from socialization 

Various respondents have explained in detail how they felt excluded from campus 

activities.  Here are some examples from a student who believes that she had had first 

hand experiences of this challenge: 
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Friday 1 August 2008 

“Today I feel sad.  The Poly bus was picking up students taking them to 
a crusade outside campus.  I so much wanted to go, but just the thought 
of getting out of my wheelchair to get into the bus discouraged me.  
This was not the first time [to stay behind because of the bus]. Actually, 
I have been on the bus before and I had to get of my wheelchair and 
crawl in the bus.  Even though I keep a cheerful face, deep inside I feel 
terrible that everyone had to stare at me! I remember once the guys 
who were helping me in tried to lift the chair so it fits while I am on it, 
but the door was too small.  If only they can make the doors of the 
busses wider so that I could get in as comfortable as everyone else”. 

 

Visual 15: No access to the bus 

 
The respondent raised another example of social exclusion: 
 

Wednesday 6 August 2008 

“Today, the Cultural Festival started.  The official opening was going 
on down at the library.  Just like everyone else, I went to watch, but it 
was just a waste of time!  I did not get to see anything.  People were too 
many, and they stood in front of me.  The saddest thing is, I could hear 
the voices of students shouting.  Another sad thing was, the security 
guards were there, but no arrangements were made at all to enable me 
to see.  I so much wanted to see!!!” 
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Thursday 7 August 2008 

“Today, the Cultural Festival was fun because I had a chance to see all 
the cultural dances from the different cultural groups. (What was 
different?  What arrangements were made that enabled you 
to see)?  My friend told the SRC organizer and they allocated me a 
seat with the guests”. 
 

This is one part of the study that shows that people who had the power in institutions 

were able to take actions that were more desirable for students with disabilities.  The 

problem, however, was that they needed to be told, and to be told every time.  The 

researcher doubts if this can be attributed to lack of sensitivity in institutional cultures, 

and wonders whether inclusion of students with disabilities ever has been discussed at 

all. 

 

Tuesday 12 August 2008 

“It’s Tuesday again, my choir night.  I love singing and I have been 
longing to join the choir ever since I came to Poly, but what kept me 
away was the venue of Choir Practice.  It’s upstairs! 
 
This year I somehow got courage to join, hoping they would at least 
bring the venue down, but guess what? They would rather carry me up 
the stairs!  So today was the same story.  I know the guys that lift me 
are strong, but just like any other day, I was terrified and insecure as 
they carried me up and down.  (Why insecure and fearful)?  I trust 
them, but deep down I fear: “What if they drop me?” 

 

Again in this insert, the respondent describes her fears in phrases like “they would 

carry me upstairs”; “I was terrified” and “I know they are strong, but deep down, I 

fear that they will drop me.”  This is not only a matter of fear to fall, but also of 

safety.  What if the helpers really drop the student?  What are the consequences?  

Would it not be better to have activities take place in venues that are accessible rather 

than risking dropping someone?  The researcher is aware of the appreciation the 

students with disabilities have for the personal assistants who are prepared to help 

them at any time.  This practice should be encouraged rather than discouraged.  But 

she also would like to see institutions and students with disabilities investigating 

possibilities that are more comfortable for all parties involved. 
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Friday 15 August 2008 

“Sometimes I wonder if these people ever try to put themselves in my 
shoes.  Today I almost missed lunch. I came for lunch, but as I was 
approaching the gate to get to the other side of the dining hall (the 
nearest gate has stairs as a barrier) the security guard wasn’t there and 
I had to wait for him to come and open up.  When he returned and at 
last and I got to the dining hall, it was past lunch [time].  I had to 
explain to the kitchen staff what happened. I think they thought I was 
lying, but in the end, they gave me the food anyway.  I was so irritated 
and frustrated I almost cried, but anyways I know tears don’t solve any 
problem”. 

 

 

5.4.4.7 Academic exclusion 

Another experience of exclusion of an academic nature for Case four is demonstrated 

as follows: 

 

Saturday 2 August 2008 

“This was one of the experiences I’ve been going through over the past 
three years.  I went to write a test, and as usual, I had to wait for the 
lecturer to look for a desk because I can’t write well on the benches.  At 
least he was nice unlike in some of my previous exams where I was 
made to wait and then not being given extra time. 
 
I also had class this morning and it was in the lecture building where 
there are no lifts. The class was upstairs.  I was lucky because one of 
my classmates saw me and told [advised] the lecturer to move the class 
downstairs so as to accommodate me.  This moving downstairs took 
almost 30 minutes.  Sometimes I feel bad for delaying my class mates 
with this moving-down-business.  But the more I stand for myself, the 
more I realize that I have as much rights as any other student”. 

 

Monday 4 August 2008 

“As I was going for class this morning in the office building, I headed 
for the lift. There was a group of students waiting for the one and only 
lift.  So, I had to wait for the next ride (Why)? They simply stormed in.  
I felt so bad and wished if only it were possible for me to push myself up 
the stairs or if only there were two lifts. 
 
Some students let me go first, but most of the times I have to wait!” 
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In the above two diary entries, the respondent shows irritation for having to wait.  She 

repeats the phrase “I had to wait.”  The lack of consideration and planning in the 

institution seemed to have contributed to feelings of exclusion.  

 
 

Case six was mostly hindered in performing her academic duties by letter size used in 

books and lecture notes. She always has to ask for extra-time as she needs more time 

to read small letters.  She said her request to print all her material in large font is 

always accommodated, but unfortunately, she has to ask for this provision almost 

every day. 

 

Additionally to this, being stigmatized and sidelined by peers was a major source of 

her emotional problems. 

 

Alongside the challenges of getting to the library and other venues, students with 

disabilities also had to deal with negative attitudes some co-students and staff had 

toward them.  Students using wheelchairs in this particular institution approached the 

institutional management regarding their difficulties in accessing the library, but they 

were informed that the institution could not provide a pavement alongside the road to 

make it easier for those using wheelchairs to be off the street, because that piece of 

land did not belong to them, but to the city council.  It was not known whether the 

institution put a request to the city council to make such provision. 

 

Case seven found the process of writing tests very frustrating.  He always worries 

about not finishing his tests or exams.  There are people who argue that if he is 

granted extra time, then others should get the same treatment, and he prefers to 

distance himself from such arguments. 

 

Respondents in various institutions reported that, in some cases, lecturers resorted to 

exempting them from certain activities, a practice many disapproved and perceived as 

patronizing.  For case 13, being exempted from certain activities or given an average 

mark was offensive.  She disapproved of lecturers doing these because they did not 

make proper provisions for her.  This, she said, was very common in C (subject 

intentionally omitted) Studies.  She believed that there are exercises that she can do, 
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and she can do sport administration and deserves her own marks.  She thought that at 

times her own marks would be way above the class average she is given. 

 

 
5.4.4.8 Environmental, human-imposed challenges 

Another major challenge to students with disabilities was the irresponsive 

environment on the various campuses.  These were objects and other structures that 

were placed for decoration or other purposes, as well as poor lighting.  These factors 

posed a threat to students with disabilities as they resulted in falls and other minor 

accidents.  One of the respondents demonstrated her view through this photo and 

excerpt from her diary: 

 

03 August 2008 

“Today I bumped against this pole nearby the main hall (see photo).  I 
told my friend to take a picture of me by this pole.  I do not know what 
the function of this pole is, but it is definitely a threat to some of us”. 
 

Visual 16: Objects and human-beings as barriers 
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09 August 2008 

“Today I fell down because I bumped against another person on my 
way from the library.  This happened because the path was too narrow 
and too dark.  I took a picture of this path.  I wonder why there is not 
enough lighting around campus. (How did the person you bumped 
against, respond?)  He just said sorry and went.  He knows I can’t 
see very well”. 
 

Case 15 who shared the sentiments of others regarding infrastructural and human-
imposed barriers explained that his most prominent challenges were caused by both 
human and infrastructural barriers.  People who park their cars over the ramps 
provided to facilitate movement of persons using wheelchairs have been a nuisance.  
He is of the opinion that these are some of the aspects that need to be included in 
public information sessions.  He is convinced that it will help, because all the people 
who have hindered his mobility by parking over the ramps have shown remorse and 
said that they did not know what the ramps were meant for and how inconveniencing 
their actions were. 
 
Another barrier was access to many venues on campus, both for academic and social 
purposes. 
 
Here are some entries of his day to day experiences as per his diary: 
 
6 August 2008 

“I went to see Mr. Swartbooi at Student Cards Office.  But as you 
know, that office is up there at Services.  So I asked someone to notify 
Mr. Swartbooi that I am downstairs and wish to discuss with him the 
issue of my student card.  He didn’t come downstairs.  He was up there 
and I down and so our discussion was open to anyone who wanted to 
listen.  So I took a picture of this interesting meeting. 
 
(Did he help you though?  What was the problem with your 
access card?) 
 
I had to negotiate to get an access card, like the ones you guys (staff 
members) have.  At first, he did not want me to have such access card, 
saying that there are security officers all over and they can open for 
me.  But I cannot keep relying on the availability of security officers.  It 
is easy for other students to run around the corner to find the security 
officer, but it’s a different story for me”. 
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Visual 17: Infrastructural barriers as the main opponent of students using 
wheelchairs 

 
 

In this photo, Case 15 demonstrates a meeting between the student and administrator 

issuing student and access cards. 

 

He continued to explain how, from day to day, he had to deal with inconsideration and 

insensitivity in his institution. 

 

25 August 2008 

“Another car is parked on the ramp that is meant to facilitate my 
access to the hostel again!  As a result, I was late for class.  Time gets 
lost while I look for alternative ways.  I left a note on that car window 
to explain.  The lady looked for me and came to apologize, saying she 
did not know” (Case 15 diary). 

 
27 August 2008 

“I met with Cynthy at the Admin Block, in the foyer!  That is funny, 
having a meeting in the foyer.  And that is because one cannot enter her 
office with a wheel chair.  The poor lady was embarrassed, but I am 
used to this” (Case 15 diary). 
 

 
 
 



342 
 

Visual 18: Dilapidated pavements 
 

 
Dilapidated buildings and pavements, combined with carelessness and insensitivity of 

people in the environment contributed to some students with disabilities’ accidents 

and frustrations. 

 

 
5.4.4.9 Absence of organized support 

Some respondents condemned the unorganized manner in which support ton students 

with disabilities was organized.  For Case 9, his major challenge has been the absence 

of organized, personal assistants to students with disabilities.  He often found himself 

swallowing his pride and disturbing his friends all the time to accompany him to the 

library or shop or any other place he cannot go to without support.  He said it was not 

an easy decision to call or not call someone for assistance.  He often chose to do 

assignments on the basis of what he remembered so that he did not have to disturb his 

friends.  The respondent also revealed that he found it easier to request support from 

another student with a disability, for he believed that they understand exactly what it 

feels like to need another person’s assistance. 
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Visual 19: Student support barriers 

 
The respondent believed that, if resources were centralized, students with disabilities 

could do some of the work without support of their peers.  Narrating the difficulties he 

experienced with Braille translation including having to wait for the times the 

Resource Centre is open to translate material.  He argued that a computer with JAWS 

(a computer programme that gives voice-feedback when one types and also allows 

one to print in Braille) in the library or a central place they could access anytime 

would address this problem for good.  The absence of books in Braille, both academic 

and non-academic, which he compares to hunting without a rifle, was one of his most 

pressing challenges. 

 
At the end of his diary, Case 9 provided a list of suggestions: 

 

• Government should bring higher education institutions to a standard 
that is expected to make inclusive education a reality.  Institutions need 
to be renovated so that they are responsive to persons of all kinds of 
disabilities.  Right now, our college cannot take in students with 
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hearing impairment because we do not have enough sign language 
interpreters to deploy in classes. 

• Specialized equipment and human resources (subject specialists such as 
in mobility training, brailing, etc) are needed. 

• Pavements are old and uneven and can cause accidents. 
• There was an urgent need de-bush the campus.  In the current 

circumstances, students with disabilities did not feel comfortable due to 
unnecessary grass that can host snakes and other natural threats. 

• Attitude towards disabilities need to be addressed without stop until it 
is evident that people with disabilities are treated just like anybody else. 
 

 
5.4.4.10 Attitudinal barriers 

Case 10 found negative attitudes toward students with disabilities at his institution 

very frustrating.  Asked about major challenges, he revealed the community’s low 

expectations of him, in accordance with the traditional model (Tirussew 2006:58): 

 

“I often get stressed about people’s attitudes and things they think 
about me.  People do not expect me to become a teacher.  They will 
rather be happy seeing me working at a service station, filling cars. 
 
And socialization is difficult.  I do not easily attract friends, not to 
mention girlfriends!” 

 

Visual 20: Loneliness due to negative attitudes 
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Many students with disabilities reported about feeling not only loneliness, but also 

embarrassment in their higher education institutions.  Many students with disabilities 

reported about the frequency of feelings of loneliness and isolation students with 

disabilities experienced. 

 
The above assertion of the respondent to his community’s expectations of him fits 

with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979:22) conviction that the environment that has an impact 

on the developing human being with whom there is continuous interactions.  It does 

not consist of a single setting, but goes broader to include external influences from 

larger surroundings.  This explains that although the college or university was the 

main research setting, influences from other settings have an impact on how students 

with disabilities function, how they perceive themselves and how motivated they can 

be to perform to their best possible potential. 

 

Here follows excerpts from his diary: 

21 September 2008 

“In class, somebody tried to undermine me.  It happens quite a lot.  
When I want to say something, people just jump in and talk, even if I 
was in the middle of a sentence.  Therefore, I just withdrew from the 
discussion.  To me, this is a form of discrimination, as if to say: “What 
sense will you talk?” 

 

28 September 2008 

“During micro-teaching, I had to write on chalkboard.  And of course I 
had to stand on a chair.  Some of my peers laughed at me.  I was 
disappointed and humiliated”. 

 

Case 11, who mostly kept her diary in the form of poetry expresses loneliness through 

this poem:  Here is an extract from her diary: 

 

19 September 2008 

Today I felt bad because I tried to go [negotiate with] to the 
ETP[Education Theory and Practice] lecturer for extension [of the 
assignment date] but he simply said because I am a very moody person 
he thought I just didn’t want to work.  Maybe my mood dictated that I 
wanted to play, that’s why I was asking for an extension.  
 
That hurt me very much because I could not think clearly. 
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Today also, I read a story about ...[omitted intentionally by the 
researcher] in an old magazine.  I felt for her [the victim in the story] 
because I could relate with what she had been through. 
I am going to the village tomorrow. The village always reminds me of 
how much play I missed as a child. 
 
I sit by my window, imagining what life could have been. 
And remembering what it was not. 
Tears clear the eyes and soul, but not the memories. 
I feel for the innocent and crave [?] for the guilty. 
Can I be blamed? 
You decide if I’m wrong. 
You decide if I’m right. 
Appreciate what’s with you now. 
Co’s if its taken from you, it will never come back. 
The best you can do is wish, wish, wish!” 

 

The diary and conversations of this respondent represent her plea for psycho-social 

support.  Judging by the way some lecturers dealt with her, there seems to be no 

understanding of her kind of special needs.  This situation confirms the discrepancy 

between observable and hidden disabilities.  Society seems to treat disability issues 

with polarization.  If a person with a visible disability does something undesirable, it 

is attributed to disability even if there is no relation between that action and the 

disability.  If a person without a visible disability does something, it is never linked to 

their disability, because after all their disabilities are not acknowledged.  It was noted 

in part one of this study that only observable disabilities were identified by 

institutions.   

 

Some students with disabilities explained in detail how they endured embarrassment 

caused by peers, and unfortunately also by staff in their institutions. 

 

In her Diary, she reveals the following challenges: 

 

29 September 2008 

“It was the first period in E (subject intentionally omitted) class.  When 
I entered the class, all the boys and some of the girls laughed at me.  I 
felt bad and I asked myself a lot of questions:  “Why do they have to 
laugh at me?  “Is it because of the way I walk?” “Do they think it’s by 
choice?” But I decided not to mind them”. 
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30 September 2008 

“I was very embarrassed when our D (subject intentionally omitted) 
Lecturer said that he will take me to the Rector for not attending his 
classes.  He shouted at me in front of everyone, and really shouting as 
though I was deaf.  I tried to explain, but he would not listen”. 

 

9 October 2008 

“It was break time.  I was seated outside the classrooms near the 
library when one of the lecturers called me.  Can you believe it; he did 
not call me by me? He said: “Old woman, come here?”  My fellow 
students laughed and I was sad and embarrassed.  Up to now, I don’t 
even know why he had to call me an old woman?  Do I look like an old 
woman or why?” 

 

25 October 2008 

I felt really undermined today in the Computer Centre.  When I went 
there to work, I found a computer that was not occupied so I started 
working.  But just after 20 minutes or so, a male student arrived and 
demanded that I leave.  I was surprised and shocked because the way 
he was talking was just unacceptable.  He was not even asking, he was 
ordering me to leave.  I tried to explain that I was still busy, but he got 
angry.  So I decided to just leave because there was nobody who could 
help me if he got violent.  These are some of the experiences that 
lecturers never even think about.  Is it because I am a woman, or is it 
because I am disabled?  Why did this boy specifically target me?  And if 
one’s assignment is not ready in time, people laugh at you, as if you are 
lazy or stupid!” 

 

 

5.4.4.11 Discussion 

Most pressing challenges issues were already discussed as individual themes. As a 

result, the researcher is not going to discuss them again.  It is, however, worth 

mentioning that most of these pressing challenges can be easily be addressed, not with 

huge budgets and total reconstruction of environment, but by changing attitudes of 

people.  The only two issues that seem to have financial implications are those related 

to the physical infrastructure.  The rest of the issues require the institution to revise 

and share their standpoint regarding inclusive education, and implement it through by 

changing attitudes and practices. 

 
According to Clark (2007:212) disclosure is the only way of making one’s special 

needs known to those with whom one shares living space, in order for them to make 
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the necessary adjustments to accommodate one.  The author also advises that once a 

student has revealed his or her disability and needs to the relevant person, it should be 

the institution’s responsibility to make sure that everyone who should know about it is 

informed, and that confidentiality is observed.  This should also free the student from 

having to tell each lecturer separately.   

 

In this study, it appeared that respondents were not assured of any adjustments nor 

was there a system of capturing disability data.  Many respondents revealed how they 

had to repeatedly disclose their disabilities and request adaptations, even though their 

disabilities were obvious.  The researcher believes that in order for disclosure to take 

place effectively, there should be clear benefits to the process, and it should ensure 

access to services and provisions students would not otherwise have if they had not 

disclosed. 

 

Case 12, who described his physical disability as minor with few mobility difficulties, 

was more disturbed by the lack of counseling services than the physical infrastructure.  

Often, he said, he found himself fighting his own battles without any official channels 

to support him.  Also, the college community is not sensitive enough in dealing with 

people with disabilities, because he often hears people say bad things about him and 

even imitate the way he walks. 

 

The respondent (Case 12) also felt that lecturers lacked knowledge about how to deal 

with students with special needs.  In many cases, Case 12 revealed, when students 

were late or missed classes because of situations beyond their control, most lecturers 

simply did not take time to explain.  Such situations left students with various 

emotions; feelings of guilt, exclusion, rejection and embarrassment.  

 

5.4.5 SAFETY OF THE ENVIRONMENT 
 

 

5.4.5.1 Students’ responses 

This theme has emerged from the data and was not originally identified or anticipated 

as a major issue prior to data collection.  Although it has been mentioned only by 
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some respondents, it appears to have major implications that can have legal 

ramifications for institutions.  It also appears that with regard to this particular theme, 

photos have spoken louder than words and, therefore, photo-voice will be used to 

represent most of the findings in this theme.  

 

Visual 21: Inconsideration and insensitivity in the environment 

 
Students with visual impairment have experienced the lack of consistency with 

opening and closing doors as a barrier that posed safety threats and caused feelings of 

insecurity and fear. 
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Visual 22:  Disability-unfriendly facilities  

 
Doors that were not reachable from a seating position posed safety threats as well as 

causing frustration and anger. 

 

Visual 23:  Insensitivity in the moving of furniture 

 
This photo was taken to demonstrate how the moving of furniture in the hostel blocks 

as well as classrooms were perceived as inconsiderate and a cause of accidents for 

students with visual impairments. 

 
  



351 
 

Visual 24:  Obstructions in the environment 

 
Students with visual and physical disabilities find some of these structural 

arrangements not only unnecessary, but also dangerous to them. 

 
Visual 25: Unattended gardens during rainy season 
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Respondents reported fear that unattended gardens may host snakes and other 

dangerous reptiles, posing a health risk to students with visual impairments, and those 

using wheelchairs who are always in a sitting position, and lower to the ground.   

 

Visual 26:  Visual impairment and the risk of environmental obstructions 

 
One of the respondents was disturbed by the presence of this rubbish bag, containing 

broken bottles and all kinds of dangerous items in the corridor of one of the hostels 

was termed a barrier to students with visual and physical disabilities.  In fact, it is a 

hazard to any other person, but particularly more for those who cannot see  
 

Visual 27: Lack of knowledge and transgressions of reserved spaces for persons 
with disabilities 

 
This photo was intended to demonstrate inconsiderate parking by motorists, 

obstructing ramps that were erected to facilitate mobility for wheelchair users.  This 

led to students with disabilities being trapped, resulting in them being late for classes 
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and rushing, increasing the risk of accidents.  Institutions’ physical planning divisions 

should consider putting up clear signs to guide motorists. 
 
 
Visual 28:  Space of hostel rooms too limited for students using Braille 
 

 
This photo taken to illustrate that Braille books take up much more space therefore, 

students who are blind might need larger rooms, to provide more learning space and 

correct body position.  Such students not only need larger rooms, but also larger 

desks.  Students with visual impairment have reported developing health problems 

resulting from a bad seating position due to lack of space. 
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Visual 29:   Dependency on others to open doors 

 
This was the familiar face of closed doors a student using a wheelchair met every 

morning, and until someone comes to open the doors to allow wheel chair access, she 

would remain outside.  She felt both physically and emotionally excluded.  Students 

with disabilities would thus be at risk of robbery and other criminal activities.  In 

addition, the respondent was often exposed to harsh weather conditions, exposing her 

to diseases. 

 
Visual 30:  Access to buildings a risk factor 
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This photo was taken to demonstrate that students using wheel chairs often have to 

ask people to open doors wider for them to allow them access to buildings, and this 

had to be done daily. 

 
Visual 31:  Closed doors representing absence of psycho-social support 
 

 
 
This photo was taken by respondent to figuratively demonstrate the lack of psycho-

social support services in her institution of higher education.  It is important to 

mention that the absence of counselling and other psycho-social support services can 

have disastrous consequences. 
 

 

5.4.5.2 Discussion 

It should be acknowledged that the safety issues raised above are safety hazards for 

every person in the institution and not only the students with disabilities.  The fact is 

that persons with disabilities are at a higher risk than those without disabilities. 

 

An overwhelming majority of the barriers demonstrated through this last theme 

appear to be caused by people in the environment and appear to be of a physical 

nature.  But if one goes deeper, one cannot imagine the degree of frustration they may 

evoke and the impact they could have on the students’ academic, social and other 

spheres of their lives.  Students may be late for class because of a vehicle parked over 
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a ramp, or they may fall and get hurt.  In addition, falling was perceived as 

embarrassing by many students, resulting in emotional dissatisfaction. 

 

The researcher believes that none of these barriers were intended to exclude, hurt or 

reject students with disabilities, thus defeating the principle of welcoming and 

inclusive environments.  They are there because people are not sensitized about the 

impacts of an unfriendly environment to persons with disabilities.  As much as these 

barriers were not intended to cause harm, they do undermine the principle of social 

inclusion and can be viewed as one way of pushing disability to the background, and 

concept some scholars compare to the old form of dealing with disability, namely that 

of institutionalization (Michalko 2009:66).  They also inhibit the right of persons with 

disabilities to education (Rioux 2007:107).  The important interplay between social, 

environmental, cultural and economic factors have come to the fore in the current 

study, once again confirming the relevance of the ecological as well as the social 

models to a study of this nature. 

 

It is important to note that the deconstruction of both physical as well as psycho-social 

barriers in institutional environments would not only yield benefits to students with 

disabilities, but would benefit everybody operating in the campus environment 

(Gledhill 1999:12).  The benefits of a more user-friendly campus environment were 

discussed in chapter three of this dissertation.   

 

It is also important to note that deconstruction should not only focus on physical 

aspects, even though they were the ones most articulated by students with disabilities 

in the current research.  The nature of this study, focusing on students with visible 

disabilities, yielded many results addressing the physical environment.  However, the 

findings also pointed to the psycho-social needs of the students with disabilities.  The 

importance of mental health in higher education institutions should not be 

underestimated.  Institutions have a responsibility to secure the safety of its members.  

It is not expected of institutions to render all services needed in isolation.  In 

discussing the meso-system and human development, Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

concluded that: 
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Second-order social networks involving intermediate links can perform at 
least three important functions: They provide an indirect channel for desired 
communication in situations where not direct link is available.  Second-order 
networks can also be used for identifying human or material resources for one 
setting needed in the other.  Perhaps the most important meso-system function 
of social networks is unintended: they serve as channels for transmitting 
information or attitudes about one setting to another (Bronfenbrenner 
1979:216). 

 
This affirmation calls for the utilization of multi-disciplinary approaches to disability 

to assure that environmental safety is assured, not only to students with disabilities, 

but to all participants in institutions of higher education. 

 

5.5 STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES’ EXPECTATIONS 

FROM INCLUSIVE INSTITUTIONS 
 

The researcher deemed it necessary to find out from respondents how they expected 

inclusive education to function in their institutions, or what provisions students with 

disabilities wished to see in their institutions to enable them to better meet academic 

and social demands.  There were many similarities in the expectations of students 

with disabilities, therefore a summary of individual responses is provided.   

 

• There should be a disability office and (a) staff member(s) specifically 

responsible for the needs of students with disabilities. 

• There should be ramps and elevators to facilitate movement for students who 

use wheelchairs.  Alternatively, their classes should be easily accessible to 

students with disabilities. 

• There should be a wider choice of subjects and activities. 

• Personal assistants, paid or volunteers, should be allocated by the institution to 

students with disabilities. 

• Extra time for completing tasks should be allocated to students with 

disabilities. 

• Educational material should be available in forms that can be accessed by all 

students. 

• Provision of notes to students who have difficulties writing should become a 

general regulation in higher education institutions. 
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• One or two computers should be allocated to students with disabilities, and 

resource rooms that are suitable to accommodate students with diverse needs 

should be used for the writing of tests by students with disabilities. 

• Campuses should be accessible to everybody, so that students with disabilities 

can participate more in activities with other students without disabilities. 

• People with knowledge on disabilities should be invited to address 

institutional communities on activities students with disabilities can participate 

in. 

• Lecturers need to acknowledge that people with disabilities have special needs 

and are therefore not like anybody else. 

• There ought to be disability-counselors in each institution. 

• Counseling Committees need to give students with disabilities platforms to 

communicate their needs to the campus communities. 

• Sport and other events should be organized in such a way that students with 

disabilities have possibilities of attending. 

• These suggestions are self-explanatory and will be discussed alongside 

recommendations in the final chapter of this dissertation. 

 
 

5.6 PERSONAL PHILOSOPHIES AND SELF-DETER-

MINATION 
 

5.6.1 Students’ responses 
 

The question about the personal philosophy of respondents was asked for two reasons: 

Firstly, to determine what was behind the perceived perseverance of students in 

institutions where they endured multiple challenges without salient support networks 

and secondly, as a last question to fulfil what Clandinin (2007:544) describes as the 

importance of ending the narrative interview on a positive note.  The question read: 

“What is your personal philosophy that enables you to mitigate challenges related to 

your disability in your institution of higher education?”  This was one of the few 

questions that explored personal convictions.  Most of the questions searched for 

perceptions about the institution of higher education.  Therefore, the researcher 
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deemed it necessary to view the responses to this question in relation to some of the 

theories and discourses used to interpret meanings in inclusive education studies and 

situations.  In the case of this question, the researcher deemed it necessary to present 

the responses of all the respondents.  The responses are, as far as possible, presented 

by case. 

 

Case one 

The personal philosophy of this respondent was her position toward her disability: she 

does not view herself as different.  She knows that she is physically different, but 

inside she is just a human being with needs, strengths and weaknesses.  Based on that, 

when she wants to do something and she knows it is within her reach, she goes for it.  

She was proud of the amount of support she received from her family and friends that 

make her forget that she is different (Affirmation discourse). 

 

Case two 

Case two said she was goal-oriented.  When she is at a place, she knows why she is 

there.  In this specific case of the college, she said she was there by choice and she 

accepts responsibility for her success.  She was enjoying what she was doing.  Her 

post at the School for Hearing Impairment was secured, and all she needed was the 

qualification to take her out of financial dependency, and that was her driving force 

(Self-determination). 

 

Case three 

He said his disability does not prohibit him from doing things other males do, and he 

does not encounter differential treatment.   

 

He believes he was the representative of his community and had to complete his 

diploma to go back and make a difference to the level of education at this village.  His 

village has a shortage of qualified teachers, and having been granted the opportunity 

to become a teacher, he cannot sit in Windhoek “finishing all the cattle of the clan.”  

This implies that his family has to sell cattle to sustain him while studying (Self-

determination). 
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Case four 

Her personal philosophy is that of courage, which she draws from people around her, 

who treat her so well that she is not continuously reminded that she has a disability 

(Social discourse). 

 

Case five  

Case five reiterated that some people in his family and community wrote him off due 

to his disability, and he wants to prove them wrong.  He also wants to succeed so that 

he becomes a role model for other people with disabilities who were made to believe 

that disability ends one’s future prospects of a normal life, implying having a career, 

family, social and academic standing and being able to fulfill one’s roles as per their 

cultural expectations (Affirmation discourse and self-determination). 

 

Case six 

Her philosophy was that of faith in God, knowing that with God, everything is 

possible (Religious or faith-based discourse). 

 

Case seven 

He narrates that out of a family of seven children, he is the only one who is different.  

When he was a child, children used to run away from him when they saw him come, 

and he used to resent the fate that befell him and God who allowed it to happen to 

him.  But he emerged victorious because of the continuous support from his parents 

and siblings.  These are the things that made him strong and self-determined (Medical 

model reflected by community; affirmation discourse and self-determination). 

 

Case eight  

The personal philosophy of Case eight was motivated by his reaction to the way 

society perceives disability.  This respondent revealed that he has learnt not to be 

disturbed by what people say about him.  Whatever he plans to do, he does with all his 

energy, and he always does his best to achieve his goals (Social Model and self-

determination). 
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Case nine  

The personal philosophy of Case nine was grounded in self-confidence and 

knowledge of his rights.  He also tries to get along with everybody.  That way, he 

says, people are more willing to help you than when you always have issues against 

them (Human rights discourse). 

 

Case 10  

The personal conviction of Case ten is that one should not pity oneself because of 

one’s disability.  People with disabilities should rise above disability and prove that 

disability is not inability.  It is from this conviction that Case ten accepts 

responsibilities for his life (Affirmation discourse). 

 

Case 11 

Asked about her personal philosophy, this respondent said that she always tells 

herself, “what happened, happened”, and nothing can be done to reverse it.  

Therefore, she keeps reminding herself that she has to live a life, just like any other 

woman.  Maybe one day, she says, there will be children to raise and feed (Tragedy 

view, social discourse). 

 

Case 12 

Case 12 shared his personal philosophy that he wanted to make a success of his life, 

like other men with disabilities he was introduced to during his counseling sessions, 

when he was struggling to accept his disability.  He wants to prove that “disability is 

not inability!” (Affirmation discourse). 

 

Case 13:  

Her personal philosophy of perseverance was grounded in her background.  She 

narrates: 

 

“When I think about my life, I get motivated.  We are many children in 
the family.  I am the only one who finished Grade 12. I have to do it for 
my family.  I can change things for my brothers and sisters, to save 
them from poverty.  My elder brothers and sisters dropped out of school 
early.  When I was in Grade 8 and 9, I was a day scholar.  It was tough, 
but I persevered.  I have better circumstances now, so why can’t I 
persevere?  I just have to do this and become a teacher.  I will make 
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history in my family” (Social discourse, rising above societal 
expectations). 

 

Case 14  

Case 14 said his personal philosophy was driven by people around him.  He wants to 

work hard to prove those people who said that his parents have planted on infertile 

land, were wrong.  “I have always wanted to defeat the cultural perception that, if 

you are blind, the least you can do is go to the street corners and beg for money” 

(Medical discourse in the community). 

 

Case 15 

Asked about his personal philosophy that helped him to manage in higher education, 

he said that he believes in hard work rather than in luck, and that all good things come 

through hard labour (Self-determination).  

 

5.6.2 Discussion 
 

The data provided in this theme suggest that respondents emerged strong and self-

determined due to their experiences with the different models of disability, as 

discussed in chapter two.  It is obvious that the communities of most of the students 

held traditional beliefs about disability, in which persons with disabilities are 

associated with uselessness, pity and lifelong dependency (Watermeyer 2009:92).  

The respondents in this study were eager to rise above those labels, and have already 

done so by being students in higher education institutions. 

 

The data also confirm the empowering effect of disability referred to by various 

authors of disability studies (Bellini 2007; Guenther 2005).  The empowering effect 

suggests that disability makes people stronger.  This standpoint was expressed by at 

least seven of the respondents in this study. 

 

Another theory that comes across through responses to this question is the theory of 

self-determination (Price et al 2003:334).  The researcher introduced this concept in 

chapter two through a study conducted by Shaugnessy (2001:199), who emphasized 

the importance of inculcating self-determination skills to students at school level so 
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that such skills would help them becomes more focused and goal-oriented.  In the 

context of adult development and learning disabilities, self-determination refers to 

“the ability to identify and achieve gaols based on a foundation of knowing and 

valuing oneself” (Price et al 2003:334).  More characteristics of self-determination are 

that it focuses on the unique characteristics of individuals, it emphasizes the 

importance of choice in all aspects, it enhances personal values, beliefs and 

experiences and it is motivated by self-awareness as well as by what the individual’s 

environment offers. 

 

5.7 CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 

The challenges of students with disabilities in all six higher education institutions in 

Namibia have been discussed at length and presented through descriptions, photo-

voice diary- and interview narratives.  In this chapter, the researcher has attempted to 

represent the voices of students with disabilities in institutions of higher education, 

and to enable them to tell their own stories.  Narrative as well as descriptive modes of 

presentation and discussion were used.  Justice has been done to all the methodologies 

and techniques selected for this research.  Most of all, the methodology has created 

sufficient platforms through which all the research questions were addressed and 

discussed in detail. 

 

The researcher was privileged to have journeyed with the respondents from day to day 

through their stories of being excluded in institutions of higher education that largely 

remained stagnant, both physically and socially.  The challenges of students with 

disabilities covered a wide perspective of topics and issues.  Fortunately, data seemed 

to suggest that most of the challenges can easily be eradicated by sensitization 

programmes and alignment of institutional cultures and structures with national and 

institutional policies.  

 

In the next chapter, these challenges will be summarized, recommendations will be 

made and a guideline of supporting students with disabilities at higher education level 

will be presented.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

FINAL ANALYSES, CONCLUSIONS 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 
 

By virtue of constitutional provision, education for all is an entitlement for every 

person within Namibian borders (Article 20, Namibian Constitution 1990).  This 

provision makes it mandatory for policy makers, educationists, teachers, students, 

parents and communities to remove barriers to education at all levels, including higher 

education.  There is also no debate about whether or not persons with disabilities are 

included in the “all” when education for all is discussed.   

 

Being a teacher-educator in one of the higher education institutions, the researcher 

undertook to investigate the status of the inclusion of students with disabilities in 

higher education institutions in Namibia.  This present study attempted to allow 

students with disabilities to speak about their challenges in higher education 

institutions in Namibia.  Triangulation was used to verify the findings through the use 

of multiple methods. 

 

There is no doubt that the current study has introduced a shift at two levels, both in 

the debate about students with disabilities and in reflection on education.  Firstly, 

since inclusion has hit the education agenda, the focus has been largely on primary 

and secondary schools.  In Namibia in particular, the researcher has not been able to 

locate any published studies addressing inclusive education in relation to higher 

education.  Secondly, disability studies in Namibia have so far had a greater emphasis 

on access rather than on equity.  In this study, the researcher has brought in a different 

dimension, revealing what happens in the lives of students with disabilities in their 

higher education institutions after access has been secured.  The research allowed 

students with disabilities to tell their stories, and they experienced this process as 

empowering. 
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The major objectives of this research have been: 

• To explore the prevalence of disability and provisions for students with 

disabilities in higher education in Namibia. 

• To explore educational, social, physical and attitudinal challenges faced by 

students with disabilities in institutions of higher education in Namibia. 

• To explore the nature, extent and impact of the challenges faced by students 

with disabilities on their learning and socialization. 

• To develop a template of how a more inclusive higher education environment 

could be created. 

 

The present study made use of a mixed-methodological approach.  Quantitative data 

on the prevalence of disability in higher education in Namibia was collected while the 

qualitative methodology provided detailed descriptive information regarding the 

challenging experiences of students with disabilities in higher education institutions in 

Namibia. 

 

In this chapter, the researcher will provide a summary, conclusions and 

recommendations based on the findings of the research, and also provide a guideline 

that can be used by institutions to begin creating more inclusive environments, which 

takes into account the special needs of students with disabilities. 

 

The chapter will be presented in three sections: An overview of the findings 

accompanied by recommendations, overall recommendations, and final conclusions of 

the study. 

 

6.2 THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS 
 

The findings of this study reinforced the importance of the ecological model (see 

chapter two) on the lives of human beings in general, and of students with disabilities 

in higher education institutions in particular.  While the other systems in the 

ecological model were not a direct part of the study, the interplay between factors in 

the meso-system, in this case the institution of higher education, proved how 

important it is for this environment to be responsive to the needs of its role players.  It 
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is true that positive changes of attitudes and policies at community (including 

institutions and general public) and national levels (exo-system) will result in positive 

outcomes for inclusive education in institution of higher education.  In Namibia, the 

policies are in place and foundational work has been done at the national level 

(macro-system).  The challenge remains that of overcoming the gap between policies 

and practices.  The researcher believes that, progress has been observed in some 

institutions of higher education and this was confirmed by many respondents in this 

study.  Therefore, with time (chrono-system), the situation is likely to change for the 

better for students with disabilities in higher education in Namibia. 

 
This was a true ecological research, one in which:  

 
“… the properties of the person and of the environment, the structure of 
environmental settings, and the process taking place within and between them 
must be viewed as interdependent and analyzed  in systems terms” 
(Bronfenbrenner 1979:41). 

 

Similarly, the home as a micro-system has proven to be a great support system for 

students with disabilities, both in the provision of basic needs as well as the rendering 

of psycho-social support in terms of acceptance, self-esteem formation and hopes for 

the future (in their accounts on personal philosophies, many students reiterated how 

important their higher education qualifications were for their families). For eight out 

of 15 respondents, proximity to the family played an important role in their choice of 

institution of study.  This indicates a direct reliance and trust on the micro-system 

(family) and an indirect acknowledgement of the weakness in the meso-system (the 

institution), such as the limited entitlements of students to make demands on the 

institutions.  It is interesting to note that even before knowing what institutions could 

or could not offer, students with disabilities did not expect much from them, and 

neither did they make demands on the institution to provide services they required.  

This reluctance can be attributed to childrearing and cultural norms.   

 

In many black Namibian cultures, it is important for one try and survive on one’s own 

without bothering “strangers” and only make requests to one’s family.  It should be 

noted that the word family is used in this research in its African context, in which 

family include a wide range of blood- and other close relations.  Students seem to 
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have been overwhelmed by having been accepted to the institution; a notion that 

suggests, not in so many words, that “it is already enough that we have been accepted 

and therefore we might be viewed as troublesome if we start making demands.”  In 

one case, a respondent indicated that students with disabilities do not want to give the 

impression that it is difficult to handle students with disabilities, and by doing so, 

closing doors for others in future.  This whole dialogue raises questions of how the 

right to education and the equity goals were interpreted both by students and 

institutional role players. 

 

In terms of the models or discourses of disability, the findings of the study point to 

continuous interrelation between the medical, the social, and the emerging affirmation 

discourses or models.  While the researcher has undertaken the study with a conscious 

move away from the medical model, the study somehow cannot free itself completely 

from this deficit model.  The findings illustrated a rejection of the charity and medical 

discourses of disabilities by respondents.  The results have, in several incidences, 

revealed how students were disturbed by the ways in which support was exaggerated, 

based on “the- poor- blind- man” cultural conception that encourage persons with 

disabilities to be treated with pity (Haihambo 2005:7).  One respondent remarked how 

“people would go to the extent of stirring your tea for you or going with you until 

inside the toilet”.  The respondent found this form of support to be patronizing, but 

immediately acknowledged that he does not blame them and that it was based on 

ignorance rather than an intention to patronize. 

 

Respondents in the study provided accounts of how they were viewed by their 

communities as “different” and, therefore, with low expectations of completing 

school, let alone higher education.  They reported on myths and attitudes they 

encountered from peers and even lecturers on the basis of merely having an 

observable disability. Two respondents attended special schools as children, while the 

overwhelming majority with observable disabilities who attended ordinary schools 

were always asked why they were not in special schools.  One of the respondents in 

fact suggested that it would be better if students with disabilities could go to one 

institution where all facilities were available instead of providing facilities at all 

institutions.  This is why the researcher feels that the study is somehow locked in the 
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medical model.  Respondents’ experiences of this model in their communities have 

surely influenced the way they view disability. 

 

The social model appears to be most prevalent in the findings of this research.  The 

findings confirm the notion that challenges experienced by students with disabilities 

in higher education institutions are due to their non-responsive environment rather 

than their disabilities.  None of the respondents referred to their disabilities as a 

challenge.  All respondents found their limiting environments, both academically and 

socially, as the reasons why they always lag behind their peers without disabilities.  In 

one particular case, a student whose disability is not so obvious remarked: “I do not 

really feel isolated and discriminated because not so many people know that I have a 

disability” (Case three interview).  This statement and many other findings, imply that 

society creates barriers based on their observation of disability.  Almost all challenges 

identified by students were caused, and can be rectified, by the people in the 

environment.  These include the dominance of stairs without provision of ramps, the 

parking of vehicles over ramps, the speed of lecturers in delivering lectures without 

taking cognizance of students with disabilities, the unavailability of learning material 

in Braille, the cancelling of lectures without prior arrangements, the organization of 

social and sport activities without taking students with disabilities into account and 

many others reflected in chapter five of this study.  These are all characteristics of the 

Social model of disability. 

 

Another important insight of the present study is the occurrence of the affirmation 

model (Michalko 2009:66; Swain & French 2000:578; Watermeyer 2009:91).  This 

became visible through methodological aspects of the study, mainly through the 

photo-voice approach as well as the interviews.  Respondents presented themselves as 

happy with their disabilities and strong in fighting for their rights to mainstream 

higher education. They took cameras in their hands and while remaining visible 

themselves, pointed out the inability of the system to acknowledge and cater for their 

needs.  Respondents visually presented their stories through images of isolation (being 

left behind by the bus coupled with claiming their disability identity (not being 

prepared to be separated from the wheelchair as it is “part of my identity”).  In 

another case, a respondent displays his struggle to get books on the top shelves in the 

library and wonders why library staff is reluctant to help him.  The study indeed 
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brings to the fore many unresolved dilemmas between students and their environment, 

in which students affirm their right to be in the institutions and their perseverance to 

pursue their higher education studies and prove that “disability does not mean 

inability”.  The efforts to free themselves from the loss discourse normally associated 

with disabilities and assuming self-determination skills to pursue higher education, are 

some of the obvious characteristics of the affirmation model in this study. 

 

The findings of the study seem to confirm the relevance of the pragmatic discourse 

described by Daniels and Garner (1999:42) as a paradigm shift in which the mindset 

of analysts’ moves from theories to practical realities of inclusive education, and by 

so doing acknowledges the impact of non-inclusive physical and social structures on 

the implementation of inclusive education.  The study has proven beyond reasonable 

doubt that the rights to education by people with disabilities in Namibia were not 

questioned or disputed (rights and ethics discourse).  It also proved that there was a 

general conformity to the fact that inclusive, rather than exclusive education, was 

socially acceptable and was supported by Namibian cultures and religious norms 

(efficacy discourse).  Similarly, political will and legislation in Namibia supported the 

ideals of inclusive education throughout the education levels (political discourse) 

(Ministry of Education and Culture 1993; National Policy on Disability 1997; 

National Policy on Inclusive Education, Draft, 2008).  Despite the above, the 

respondents have been able to describe how the disjuncture between policies, cultures 

and social principles, and the lack of responsiveness of resources and actions, have 

been responsible for the challenges they experienced in their institutions of higher 

education.  This disconnection between policies and support structures for policy 

implementation is an example of the failure in the interdependency between the 

macro-system and the meso-system.  This idea is communicated by Bronfenbrenner 

(1979:77) when he stresses the importance of the co-existence and cooperation of 

other systems and relationships in the effective functioning of a system as a context of 

human development. 

 

The ecological theory of human development (Bronfenbrenner 1979) proved 

successful in discussing challenges of students with disabilities in their higher 

education institutions.  The different sets of micro-systems, forming the meso-system 

in higher education institutions, still have much to do in order to ensure that higher 
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education institutions become spaces in which all students can learn, free from 

discrimination and stigmatization.  In a time where inclusive education seems to be 

the most effective way of ensuring Education for All (EFA), the ecological 

perspective challenges institutions to look more broadly into planning higher 

education programmes that will ensure that all students, regardless of their abilities 

and inabilities, experience higher education of high quality and quantity. 

 

6.3 THE ROLES OF INSTITUTIONS IN SUPPORT OF 

STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES 
 

There was coherence between data from the quantitative approach (supplied by 

representatives of institutional management) and those from the qualitative approach 

(supplied by students with disabilities).  There was, however, an observable difference 

in the degree or intensity of the experiences and needs of students with disabilities.  

Both groups were aware of the disability populations in their institutions.  Both 

groups were aware of the needs of students with disabilities, although not to the same 

degree.  Both groups were also aware of the inclusive education standpoint, although 

they were not necessarily at the same level of conceptual understanding.  It is worth 

noting that in both groups, inclusive education was understood at various levels.  Both 

groups were also not aware of the degree to which institutions were expected and able 

to support students with disabilities, and how and from whom they could seek further 

support.  The data revealed a mismatch between the needs of students with disabilities 

as perceived by institutional management and as perceived by students with 

disabilities.  The institutional managements of the various institutions seemed to have 

a low awareness of the emotional needs of students with disabilities.  They 

(management) manifested high awareness of academic needs of students with 

disabilities.  While that was the case, this awareness was not adequately matched with 

efforts to fill the existing gaps in provisions. 

 

The preliminary survey conducted as part of this study revealed that while all 

institutions had students with disabilities, none of the institutions had clear policy 

guidelines on support of students with disabilities.  Some institutions used Affirmative 

Action Guidelines (1998) to admit students with disabilities, but ended their support at 
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the level of admission.  One institution had a draft policy that had not yet been 

endorsed.  While this was the case, most institutions had some form of provision in 

place, even if it was only upon individual requests of students with disabilities.  One 

institution provided transport to students with disabilities when they needed to access 

services outside campus; others gave preferential treatment to acquire hostel 

accommodation, one institution left it to the counseling committee to deal with issues 

of disability on merit, while one institution simply left it to individual lecturers to do 

what they deemed fit. 

 

In addition to these, the research also found that disability data in most of the 

institutions were not managed to the degree that would allow institutions to be well 

informed, and therefore seize available opportunities to render stable support to their 

students with disabilities.  Although all institutions requested of disability-related 

information through the application form, most respondents in this study found this 

process senseless, as they did not see how this information was utilized. 

 

Two institutions had disability support units but in both cases, the support units have 

not grown beyond their original mandates of rendering support to students with visual 

impairments.  As a result, units mostly had facilities for students with visual 

disabilities and impairments and not for others.  Students with other types of 

disabilities had to approach the units and if they could not help, they would refer them 

to general services on campus, or state services outside campus.  These fragmented 

support structures had loopholes that allowed for exclusion of some of the students, 

who, as discussed earlier, would not bother people due to cultural reasons, or simply 

not knowing whom to approach.  It can thus be concluded that the lack of a good 

articulated policy seemed to hamper care and support for students with disabilities in 

higher education institutions.   

 

All institutions relied on the following three methods to acquire disability data: 

• Including a disability-related question on the application form to register as 

student in the institution. 

• Observation by staff once students have arrived.  

• Expecting students to disclose their disabilities. 
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While the above were relevant strategies to acquire data on disability, they proved 

futile in many cases because with few exceptions, many students did not see how the 

data they provided have been used.  Secondly, amongst those who were expected to 

observe the students and identify their needs, an overwhelming majority did not have 

the skills to do so, and there where not channels were such data was entered or 

recorded.  Thirdly, there was not enough motivation for students to disclose, as 

disclosure did not necessarily result in better services.  It is, therefore, of paramount 

importance that institutions of higher education appoint a disability officer who will 

manage disability data in a way that yields positive outcomes for both students with 

disabilities and the institutions.  The reluctance of students to disclose their disabilities 

in many countries stems from fear of stigmatization (Denhart 2008:491).  In Namibia, 

in addition to fear for stigmatization, the lack of services and concessions defeat the 

purpose of disclosure.   

 

It can be concluded that the quantitative research revealed gaps in five main respects: 

• The manner in which disability data were managed in institutions of higher 

education. 

• The lack of clearly articulated policies and provisions for students with 

disabilities and the inability of putting such policies and provisions into 

practice. 

• The inadequacy in coordination of interventions and provisions for students 

with disabilities. 

• The lack of coherence between awareness of the needs of students with 

disabilities, and responses of institutions to such needs. 

• Insufficient and ineffective training and sensitization of students, staff 

(including hostel and administrative staff) and other key role players in 

relation to the inclusive education paradigm. 

 

The qualitative research revealed gaps in the following five main respects: 

• The management of disability data by students and by institutions. 

• The absence of clear guidelines of how to access provisions and services in 

institutions. 

• The intensity of the special needs of students with disabilities. 
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• The different interpretations of inclusive education and disability in general, 

by the various key role players in institutions of higher education. 

• The impact of the academic, infrastructural, social and psycho-social 

environment on students with disabilities in higher education institutions both 

in the academic as well as hostel settings. 

 

Both the qualitative and quantitative data underlined the importance of supporting 

students with disabilities in their pursuit of higher education.  The study found a clear 

correlation between the challenges of students with disabilities as perceived by those 

in charge of disability issues in institutions, and as perceived by students with 

disabilities.  This implies that managements of institutions were aware of the 

challenges of students with disabilities in their institutions.  Actions taken or not taken 

by institutions to support students with disabilities did not reflect sufficient knowledge 

of the daily struggles of students with disabilities in institutions.  All institutions, 

however, mentioned budget constraints, whereas some acknowledged lack of 

knowledge about some disabilities as reasons why their provisions for students were 

limited. 

 

Still, while administrators were aware of the students’ basic needs, and while some of 

the needs did not require budgets and some students with disabilities were already 

identified and known to them, provisions and concessions were minimal.  This raises 

questions about the convictions of institutions to support students with disabilities and 

how much of a priority this issue is for institutions.  It appeared to the researcher that 

it is not so much the lack of knowledge of students’ disabilities and the limited 

budgets, but the culture of provision and the mobilizing of existing resources that 

hampered the much needed provisions for students with disabilities.  If a culture of 

provision for students with disabilities were adopted, embraced and articulated, it is 

possible that a higher success rate could be recorded. 

 

A major finding of this study was that the majority of challenges stemmed from 

external social causes rather than from the pathology of disability.  This also implies 

that there is high potential in institutions to redress the situation through intensive and 

continuous awareness rising across all levels in institutions of higher education.  This 
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finding is confirmed by Denhart (2008:495) who states that it is important to include 

all stakeholders when addressing disability issues.   

 

Considering the challenges of students with disabilities raised in this study, higher 

education institutions need to demonstrate how they plan to meet the needs of all 

students, including those with disabilities, towards achieving the aim of developing 

inclusive education settings as mandated by the National Inclusive Education Policy 

(Draft 2008).  Respondents in this study repeatedly requested institutions to appoint a 

specific officer to be solely responsible for students with disability.  Some 

respondents requested a fully fledged disability unit, with one or more full-time staff 

member with knowledge and skills to support students with a wide range of 

disabilities. 

 

Amongst all challenges, barriers to equality were prominent and were manifested in 

the following categories: 

• Individual challenges 

These included scenarios of verbal or physical abuse.  A number of students 

have experienced rejection and isolation caused by direct or indirect actions of 

their peers and lecturers and hostel staff alike.  These actions culminated in 

stigmatization toward those with disabilities. 

 

• Institutional practices 

Many students found institutions rigid in their practices, and with little 

innovations that would make life for students with disabilities easier both at 

academic and social levels.  There seemed to be limited understanding and 

acknowledgement for the special needs of students with disabilities.  In some 

of the institutions, institutional practices have not gone beyond acknowledging 

that some students do have disabilities that make them different from the 

majority of their peers and may need particular concessions to function 

effectively in an environment that was designed for the average student.  Some 

examples are: 

 



375 
 

There were recurring incidences in the majority of the institutions, whereby 

students with disabilities have missed meals because they were not in time for 

dining, and food could not be set aside for them, regardless of their disabilities 

and the limitations they have to get to the dining venues in the stipulated time 

frame.  There were also cases where the power went off and students went to 

buy food from retailers off-campus, leaving students with disabilities in a 

dilemma of acquiring food.  Assuming that food is amongst the most basic 

needs of human beings, it is improper for institutions to have such rigid 

regulations that leave students with disabilities deprived of food.  These 

incidences reveal a lack of sensitivity to difficulties resulting from disabilities 

on the side of decision makers and implementers.  Similarly, not attempting to 

adapt some bathrooms and bedrooms to accommodate students with 

disabilities could be interpreted as unwelcoming. 

• Values 

In this study, issues regarding values came into play as students with 

disabilities interacted with their co-students, their lecturers and other staff 

members and their physical environment.  Values and assumptions may be 

transmitted in three main ways: 

• Expressed beliefs: This was visible in the ways co-students underestimated 

their peers with disabilities or asked them how they manage to accomplish 

certain tasks despite their disabilities.  One student who is blind was often 

asked by his peers how he managed to keep his room in good order and select 

his clothing. 

• Cultural forms: This was manifested in the manner in which students without 

disabilities avoided touching those with disabilities out of fears arising from 

cultural orientations toward disability.  

• Systems (curriculum delivery, learning resources): In most cases, the curricula 

were delivered in a one-size fits all fashion, contrary to the inclusive education 

philosophy. 

 

The findings of the study revealed that both academic and non-academic factors 

played a major role in influencing students’ perceptions regarding the challenges they 

experienced in their higher education institutions. 
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The findings suggested that it was very important for institutions, especially those 

with students with visual impairments, to offer safe campus environments that will 

reduce anxiety among students with visual impairment and impede on their ability to 

lead independent lives. 

 

The findings of this study revealed that institutions of higher education have recorded 

many successes including students with disabilities.  They have defeated the 

perception that certain milestones, such as those of providing access to students with 

disabilities, can only be achieved when there are policies or policy guidelines.  

Institutions are commended for taking such a giant step to register many students, 

some with severe special needs, into their institutions, in the absence of a national 

policy on inclusive education.  However, findings also reveal that rendering of 

services to students with disabilities has been viewed by respondents as insufficient 

and has left some students at risk of not achieving their educational goals.  At the 

same time, students with disabilities also felt socially excluded as the institutions 

failed to take them into consideration in the planning and delivery of social 

programmes. 

 

Based on the above discussion on the theme of support for students with disabilities, it 

is important that institutions review their current positions on inclusive education and 

provisions for students with disabilities.  This review should result in bold decisions 

on how institutions will move forward in providing for students with disabilities.  The 

outcome of such a review should be articulated polices of inclusive education 

accompanied by increased sensitization and increased support services for students 

with disabilities.  Policies should contain specific guidelines in which issues such as 

provision and management of personal assistants, environmental safety, access to 

facilities and training of academic, administrative and auxiliary staff is discussed.  

Acknowledging that the majority of staff has not been trained in supporting students 

with special needs, it becomes imperative in the context of the National Inclusive 

Education Policy (Draft 2008), that institutional policies be revised, and trainings be 

given to enable both academic and auxiliary staff to support students with disabilities. 
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6.4 CHALLENGES IN PERSPECTIVE 
 

The current study has revealed challenges of students with disabilities in higher 

education settings which can be divided into the following categories: 

• Infrastructural or physical challenges 

• Academic challenges 

• Social challenges 

• Attitudinal challenges 

• Challenges relating to the co-existence between students with disabilities, their 

co-students and their lecturers 

• Challenges arising from institutional regulations, including both implicit and 

explicit manifestations thereof 

• Challenges related to institutional inclusive education cultures and practices 

• Challenges to safety in the environment 

• Psycho-social challenges 

 

It is worth noting that while the first four categories of challenges were anticipated, 

the last three sets of challenges emerged from the data of the current study. 

 
The challenges will be discussed under identified themes and recommendations will 

be made to each theme: 

 

 

6.4.1 Challenges regarding application, registration and arrival of 

students at institutions of higher education 

Based on evidence provided by respondents in this present research, there is need for 

review of the manner in which institutions of higher education market themselves to 

students with disabilities.  Respondents reported making use of teachers, family and 

friends to help them access and complete application forms.  Institutions could reduce 

anxiety of students with disabilities by becoming involved as early as the application 

stage.  

 
Secondly, the process of soliciting disability-related data from the different 

institutions has proven ineffective.  In most institutions, data did not seem to be well-
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managed.  This leads to the conclusion that there ought to be better data collection, 

data keeping and filing and data utilization procedures in institutions of higher 

education. 

 

Some students experienced their arrival at institutions as traumatic events filled with 

insecurity and anxiety.  The majority of respondents were able to make it through the 

process of registration as well as finding their way during those initial days because of 

family members or friends who were senior students at the same institution.  This 

points to a gap in the way registration and orientation programmes are delivered.  It 

was concluded that in most cases, no specific arrangements were made for students 

with disabilities, despite the fact that the application forms sourced data on this aspect 

from individual students.   

 

Many of the respondents had fears about how they would be accepted or received, 

how they would manage mobility issues and how they would handle curriculum 

expectations.  In most cases, the institutions did nothing to eliminate students’ initial 

fears.  Orientation programmes organized by institutions did not target students with 

disabilities.  The majority of respondents suggested that there was a lot to be done in 

order to make these initial days less stressful to students with disabilities.  They 

suggested that an alternative orientation programme be prepared for students with 

disabilities prior to the official registration and arrival of the student masses, at which 

all issues relating to students with disabilities, be clarified and attended to.  Students 

with disabilities also argued strongly for the appointment of personal student 

assistants to students with disabilities who would support them through the first two 

weeks or so while they are familiarizing themselves with the structures and cultures of 

institutions. 

 

Expectations of students with disabilities from their institutions can be summarized as 

follows: 

• Institutions should have a disability officer with support staff and relevant 

expertise, equipment and capacity to support students with disabilities. 

• Infrastructure of institutions should be aligned with the needs of students with 

disabilities. 
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• Particular concessions, such as extra-time in assignments and examinations, 

should be regulated and applied. 

• Staff should be sensitized toward the needs of students with disabilities. 

• Disability counselors should be made available. 

 

Although some of the requests above could have financial and staff implications, they 

are not beyond the abilities of institutions to fulfill.  Resources can be mobilized 

socialization campaigns and trainings can be launched and infrastructure be adjusted 

through inter- and multi-sectoral approaches. 

 

6.4.2 Challenges regarding communication of needs to lecturers 
 

The study illustrated conflict situations and highlighted the significance of the cultural 

component in students’ abilities to request or negotiates for consideration by their 

lecturers.  The findings of the study revealed that the majority of lecturers showed 

little consideration for the special needs of students with disabilities. 

 

A deeper analysis of the findings revealed that some lecturers did not have any idea 

about how to deal with the issues of disability, because inclusion was only implied 

and was never officially communicated to them.  The study did not arrive at any 

evidence that staff had intentionally excluded students with disabilities.  At the same 

time, students with disabilities faced cultural and other limitations that made it 

difficult for them to negotiate concessions and consideration all the time.  The 

situation was further exacerbated by the fact that no sensitization and training 

programmes were offered to academic and auxiliary staff of institutions to support 

students with disabilities.  On the basis of lack of provisions in many respects, 

students with disabilities maintained that they had equal access to education, but faced 

many challenges that could jeopardize their full participation in education. 

 

6.4.3 Challenges regarding academic programmes 
 

Although they articulated that they had equal access to education, students with 

disabilities revealed that their education was characterized by continuous struggles of 
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confronting rigid administrative, academic and social systems.  These translated into 

students using a lot of energy for negotiation and reminding significant others of their 

rights to education, leaving them educationally and emotionally exhausted (Denhart 

2001:498).  Students who are blind did not have readily available academic material, 

students with physical disabilities did not have physical access to buildings and 

certain educational materials, students with emotional disabilities were deprived of 

counseling services and students with low-vision were deprived of educational 

material in enlarged texts. 

 

The results of this study yielded interesting new insights into the relationship between 

students’ perceptions of the inclusiveness of their institutions and the physical 

environment of such institutions.  Although many students with disabilities found 

their institutions inclusive in terms of academic delivery of programmes, they found 

the physical infrastructure very limiting, to the extent that this impacted negatively on 

their academic outputs.  In some institutions, the libraries were found to be very 

difficult to access if one is using a wheelchair while in other cases books were simply 

not available in the format that blind students could access (Crous 2004; Losinsky et 

al 2002; Fichten & Goodwill 1990).  To this end, one of the respondents remarked: 

“Going to a university without books is as good as going to hunt without a riffle.” 

 

In addition to the above challenges, students with disabilities generally experienced 

exclusion in various forms.  At times, many students with disabilities were excluded 

and or exempted from particular activities because their lecturers lacked the 

knowledge or skills to design activities that were responsive to the needs of these 

students.  Some lecturers thought they were doing students with disabilities favours by 

exempting them from certain activities and giving them class average grades in the 

absence of alternative assessment procedures.  However, some students with 

disabilities found this practice very offensive to their abilities.  This finding 

challenges key role players in institutions of higher education to apply what Vygotsky 

in (Sternberg & Williams 2002:56) describes as the zone of proximal development.  

That implies that lecturers could venture into what students can do independently, and 

what they can do with expert guidance.  This concept is discussed in chapter three of 

this dissertation. 
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Similarly, in all institutions of higher education, respondents reported about lectures 

being cancelled at a last minute and lecturers simply not turning up for lectures.  

These experiences were totally frustrating to students with disabilities who depended 

directly on others for mobility, and were often left stranded in front of lecture halls 

because they had nowhere else to go. 

 

At the same time, negative attitudes and cultural myths continued to haunt students 

with disabilities through higher education.  While these attitudes, beliefs and myths 

could not be directly linked to specific ethnic groups, there were some general views 

linking disability to uselessness, witchcraft, and helplessness and these did not augur 

well with educational ideals of students with disabilities.  Based on these, some 

students with disabilities were under-valued by some peers and lecturers, were 

excluded from academic discussions and in the most extreme cases their properties 

and resources were exploited because people thought that they would not notice it 

anyway.  These experiences led to a lot of frustration amongst students with 

disabilities, resulting in lowered motivation and academic performance.  The 

relationship between emotional well-being and academic performance is well-known 

and cannot be overlooked. 

 

6.4.4 Challenges regarding sport and socialization 
 

The findings of this study revealed a low-participation for students with disabilities in 

sport and socialization activities.  To a large extent, this low-participation led to their 

exclusion from normal student life.  While the majority of students used socialization 

and sport activities as forms of escaping and coping with the high demands of higher 

education, the majority of students with disabilities were completely excluded from 

these activities. 

 

The exclusion of students with disabilities from sport and socialization activities was 

largely due to lack of consideration in the planning of these activities.  Students with 

disabilities were neither consulted nor considered in the planning of such activities.  

Many activities took place in venues and at times that would be difficult for students 

with disabilities.  In some cases, stigma and discrimination against students with 
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disabilities were reported, and in some cases, planned activities were just not 

accessible to students with severe physical, sensory or emotional difficulties.  The 

lack of access was further exacerbated by poor lighting, dilapidated buildings and 

pavements and lack of knowledge in planning activities that are suitable to students 

with disabilities. 

 

The study raised a crucial point that key role players in institutions often found 

themselves having to take decisions within their limited possibilities: 

 

Either excluding students with disabilities because of lack of facilities and provisions 

or integrating students with disabilities and leaving them to their own devices or 

improving facilities to the level expected in an inclusive education paradigm.  Given 

the national position taken towards inclusive education, and Namibia’s ratification of 

various conventions in this regard, it will be wise for institutions to bring facilities and 

regulations to the level that promotes inclusive education.  

 

The research revealed a general neglect of the social aspects of the lives of students 

with disabilities.  Respondents also revealed that it would be viewed as unnecessary to 

lay complaints about socialization and sport activities in lieu of all the efforts made 

for students with disabilities to access academic programmes.  Students with 

disabilities rather gave up on their social needs so that they could rather utilize the 

services of friends for academic purposes.  Such decisions undermine the crucial 

relationship between social and cognitive development (Erickson’s identity versus 

role confusion as well as intimacy versus isolation) and especially at this stage of late 

adolescence and early adulthood, as discussed in chapter three of this dissertation.  It 

became clear that students with disabilities did not completely claim their citizenship 

in institutions of higher education in full, out of fear of overburdening others.  

 

In the absence of recreation possibilities for students with disabilities, many of the 

students, and more so those who were not living in the dormitories, resorted to 

escapism.  They would isolate themselves from extra-mural or other activities used by 

students without disabilities to mitigate stress normally associated with higher 

education.  Many of the students with disabilities solely attended lectures and went 

home as soon as possible, leaving them with a minimum or non-existent social student 
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life.  This situation was for many not by choice, but because there were limited 

opportunities for them to partake in wider student activities in addition to their actual 

academic work.  

 

It is recommended that institutions of higher education liaise with national 

organizations and appeal to government ministries, such as the Ministry of Youth, 

National Service, Sport and Culture and Ministry of Health and Social Services as 

well as the Disability Advisory Office in the Office of the Prime Minister, to support 

and advise them on the planning and organization of socialization and sport activities 

with specific reference to students with disabilities. 

 

6.4.5 Challenges with regard to facilities 
 

This particular theme was found to be overarching and to have implications for all the 

other challenges.  However, the researcher deemed it necessary to discuss it 

individually, because of its crucial importance. 

 

Respondents of this study have described at length how they were affected by the lack 

of facilities in their institutions.  These include movable facilities such as books, 

computer-facilities and assistive devices, and physical facilities such as classrooms, 

libraries, toilets and bathrooms and other buildings. 

 

The research points to a gap in the manner in which facilities across institutions of 

higher education in Namibia have been aligned to meet the needs of students with 

visual-, physical-, and emotional disabilities.  There were serious shortcomings in the 

physical environment as can be concluded from narratives of students with disabilities 

in chapter five of this report.  In the light of these findings, it is recommended that 

institutions of higher education conduct assessment surveys to determine the 

infrastructural as well as other adjustments needed in order to be better able to 

accommodate students with disabilities.  Institutions should then solicit funding and 

allocate part of their budgets to addressing the current loopholes regarding facilities. 
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Although students with disabilities experienced situations that made them prone to 

developing socio-emotional difficulties (as could be deduced from the data in the use 

of words such as angry, guilty, tired, and many more), none of the institutions had 

counseling services specifically targeting students with disabilities.  The psycho-

social needs of students with disabilities were raised as another crucial issue in this 

study.  Students with disabilities in institutions were catered for under student services 

aimed at addressing the needs of the ordinary student without disabilities.  In all 

institutions, no counseling services specifically targeting the population of students 

with disabilities were available.  The absence of a disability officer aggravated the 

problem in most of the institutions.   

 

6.4.6 Challenges with regard to safety and comfort 
 

Many students raised concerns with the issue of unsafe campus environments as 

depicted by the photos taken by respondents.  The environments in most institutions 

were made unsafe due to poor maintenance of the physical structures as well as 

insensitivity and negligence.  In addition to this, there were limited spaces where 

students with disabilities could rest between lectures.  Most of the recreation spaces 

were inaccessible to them.  In many cases, students who did not have hostel rooms felt 

isolated and stranded when classes were cancelled or during off periods. 

 

As has been discussed in the findings of this dissertation, environmental safety is very 

important to human beings, and it is even more important for students with disabilities 

who either cannot see or hear or whose risks are increased by the use wheelchairs and 

other assistive devices.  The safety of students in any given institution should not be 

compromised at any time, and more so, extra measures ought to be taken to guarantee 

the safety of students with disabilities.  Safety of the environment should benefit 

everyone who interacts with the environment and not only students with disabilities. 

 

6.4.7 Concluding statements  
 

Notwithstanding the challenges they experienced from day to in their institutions of 

higher education, Namibian students with disabilities continued to remain committed 
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to making a success of their studies, and to being pioneers for other students with 

disabilities who believe that higher education is too high a goal for individuals with 

disabilities.  Self-determination has been identified in special needs education 

research as a key factor in higher education success of students with disabilities (Price 

et al 2003; Trainor 2008; Mcllroy 2003).  Other identified factors that accounted for a 

high success rate were component skills of choice and decision-making, self-

advocacy, problem-solving goal attainment and family participation.  The researcher 

is of the assumption that improved support services, combined with self-determination 

skills, are likely to increase achievement of students with disabilities in all aspects of 

their lives, in higher education institution and later in the labour market. 

 

At the end of this study, the researcher is confronted with the question:  Can it be 

claimed that higher education institutions in Namibia are inclusive institutions?  The 

answer to this question is not simple.  In individual institutions, there were some 

excellent models of inclusion.  At the same time, in the same or other institutions, 

more integration than inclusion was visible.  The researcher would like to take the 

readers back to one of the descriptions of inclusion offered in chapter two of this 

dissertation and use that as a yardstick in an attempt to answer the question posed 

above: 

 

Inclusion is a process of addressing and responding to diversity of all students through 

increased participation in learning, cultures and communities and reducing exclusion 

within and from education.  Inclusion involves changes in content, approaches, 

structures and strategies with a shared vision and conviction that it is the 

responsibility of regular education system to educate all children (Eklindh & Van den 

Brule-Balescut:2006:19). 

 

Furthermore, inclusion emphasizes the provision of equal participation opportunities 

of persons with physical-, social and emotional-, sensory and other disabilities 

whenever possible within regular educations systems.  Unlike “integration” or 

“mainstreaming” were the main concern was with special educational needs, inclusion 

is about the right of everybody to participate in educational programmes, and the 

responsibility of education institutions to maximize such participation and reject 

exclusion of any form (Eklindh & Van den Brule-Balescut 2006:19). 
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The researcher would like to leave it to the reader to determine where institutions of 

higher education in Namibia find themselves on this continuum, and what role each 

person can play to drive higher education in Namibia closer and closer to the inclusive 

education ideal. 

 

The use of the narrative methodology, and especially biographical, photo voice and 

diary techniques, has given the study a first-person account flavor.  It was clear that 

the findings are the properties of individual experiences.  The researcher simply re-

told their experiences.  In this study, the researcher adhered to the expectations of the 

narrative enquiry to generate detailed accounts on particular cases, rather than to 

generalize the findings to a larger population (Riessman 2008:23).  While this is the 

case, the details of the accounts of students with disabilities in higher education in 

Namibia have been very comprehensive.   

 

The mixed methodological approach employed in this research allowed the 

respondents to break the silence on their challenges, thus moving from the silence to 

the critical paradigm.  They tell the system that they can no longer be thankful for 

being admitted and at the same time and continue to struggle in environments that 

actually have great potential to allow them their space to learn and socialize like all 

other students.  Higher education institutions have utilized their autonomy and pace-

setting status to take the first steps to inclusive education, in the absence of policy.  

The challenge the institutions now have is it to take further steps to fulfill the ideals of 

the inclusive education principle. 

 

The findings of this study, during which triangulation of both quantitative and 

qualitative data was done, revealed that much has been done in Namibia to create 

institutions of higher education that accommodate students with disabilities and in 

which they feel accepted, embraced and ready to flourish in all respects.  Meanwhile, 

the study has revealed that all is not perfect yet.   

 

Different institutions made different efforts to support students with disabilities.  

Good work has been done by individual students, lecturers, friends and classmates of 

the students, administrators, parents and even people with no particular relationship to 

the students in question.  In most cases, there are no records of these wonderful acts of 
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goodwill.  Excellent safety nets were formed, even in the absence of policy, and often 

without knowledge of institutional management.  However, the lack of coordination 

and proper structures may also hinder more of the needed support that is hidden in 

people who do not know that they can indeed make a contribution.  Much needs to be 

done to make higher education completely accessible, equitable and of high quality to 

students with disabilities in Namibia. 

 

6.5 RECOMMENDATIONS EMANATING FROM THE 

STUDY – THE VOICES OF STUDENTS 
 

In this section, recommendations made by students with disabilities in higher 

education institution are presented in summary. 

 

The findings of the current research necessitate an extensive awareness raising effort 

with a focus on addressing the continuing existence of socially constructed disability, 

and promoting the importance of accommodations to eliminate discrimination and 

address it, as can be deduced from the voices of students in this study. 

 

It is advisable that institutions of higher education in Namibia develop policies that 

will cover a wide spectrum of issues relating to students with disabilities, and move 

for the implementation of such policies.  Once policies have been developed, 

provisions for students with disabilities should be made known via prospectuses, 

leaflets printed in various formats, and through the use all available media. 

 

It is recommended that each higher education institution consider formulating policy 

to establish a disability office that will assume responsibility for handling disability 

issues.  These include data management, student support, staff trainings and 

sensitization, orientation and mobility programmes and advising management on the 

enhancement of physical, social and academic environments in line with the inclusive 

education principles. 
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Institutions could employ more outreach services to students with special needs in 

both inclusive and regular schools by reaching out to the students and explaining their 

programmes, services and provisions, and disseminating application forms to them.  

Open days can be held, through which students with disabilities are specifically 

invited to come to institutions (or institutions going to central venues) where they can 

ask questions and access application forms. 

 

Where relevant, the question on the application forms of institutions aimed at 

soliciting information regarding the special needs of students should be made more 

inclusive and user-friendly, to include all forms of disabilities and without such 

wording that it might appear to be labeling. 

 

Based on the finding that the majority of respondents felt that the disability-

information they provided in application forms was not sufficiently utilized to make 

better provision for them, it is concluded that there is need for institutions to appoint a 

specific unit the responsibility to interpret disability-related information soon after the 

closing date of applications.  This unit would provide guidelines to the institution 

regarding the needs and provisions for prospective students with disabilities at the 

individual institutions.  If need be, the institution can also enter into a discussion with 

individual students in order to plan for their needs.  An orientation programme should 

be specifically planned for students with disabilities beside the general orientation 

programmes organized for all students entering higher education institutions for the 

first time.  Inclusive education requires changes in structures and approaches 

(Väyrynen 2008:13) and this is one such change that will enhance the smooth 

implementation of the National Policy on Inclusive Education at the higher education 

level. 

 

It may be advisable for the Ministry of Education to consider additional funding for 

students with disabilities to enable them to access additional support, such as note-

takers, personal assistants, and specialized assistive devices as determined by the 

nature and severity of their disabilities. 

 

Pre- and in-service teacher education programmes should strengthen the element of 

identification and intervention for students with hidden disabilities. 
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Institutions and students with disabilities should together devise ways in which 

support for students with disabilities can be organized and formalized.  The 

formalization of support to students with disabilities is likely to reduce their anxiety, 

as there will be a timetable and people to render such support (Hadjikakou & Hartas 

2008:109).  This will also move the provision of support from targeting specific 

individuals to a holistic institutional approach to supporting all students with 

disabilities. 

 

It is of paramount importance that lecturers be exposed to orientation programmes 

that will help them to assist students with various types of special needs they may 

encounter in their classrooms.  Where professional development units for lecturers 

exist, these structures should be used to promote the inclusive education ideology and 

provide lecturers with basic skills to apply in their teaching settings.  The Teaching 

and Learning Improvement Unit at the University of Namibia could facilitate such 

professional training trainings for all higher education institutions in Namibia. 

 

It is recommended that issues of access, attitudes and deeper understanding of 

disability amongst lecturers and students alike be addressed in sensitization and 

training programmes. 

 

The appointment of personal assistants to students with disabilities is a crucial service 

that ought to be considered seriously by institutions as well as families and other 

organizations concerned with disability issues.  

 

It is believed that the offices of deans of students should appoint, either on a full-time, 

part-time or on voluntary basis, a counselor who will be available at scheduled times 

known to the students, to render counseling services to students with disabilities, and 

who has the influence to address recurring issues. 

 

It is crucial that management of institutions do all they can to advise institutional 

communities about issues that are likely to pose safety threats to students.  

Institutional managements should also make deliberate attempts to address the 

infrastructural limitations through allocating a fair amount of their budgets toward that 

cause. 
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Having considered all discussions and recommendations, the researcher came to a 

conclusion that despite a good policy framework making provision for inclusive 

education and the establishment of an inclusive society, foundational work to make 

persons with disabilities integral participants in all aspects of their communities 

remains elusive for many higher education institutions internationally, and 

particularly in Namibia.  The exclusion of students with disabilities from both 

academic and non-academic activities in institutions of higher education, although 

non-intentional, puts them in a disadvantaged position.  At times, basic needs such as 

access to food were compromised, while institutional management failed to develop 

accommodative regulations to make life easier for students with disabilities.  Students 

were largely left to devise their own coping mechanisms and strategies to survive, 

mostly relying on other students and relatives.  Often, feelings of guilt, or fear of 

reinforcing the societal perception that higher education is not for persons with 

disabilities, prevented them from lobbying for their rights.  It is from this background, 

and also from the feedback that the researcher received during the de-briefing 

sessions, that the researcher deemed it vital to provide some guidelines which can be 

used by higher education institutions to start developing their institutions into 

welcoming niches in which students with disabilities can feel embraced. 

 
6.6 RECOMMENDED GUIDELINES FOR 

FACILITATING MORE INCLUSIVE HIGHER 

EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS − THE VOICE OF 

THE RESEARCHER 
 
Based on recommendations made by students, and literature reviewed for this study, 

the researcher attempts to provide a guideline according to which institutions of 

higher education can organize and make provisions for students with disabilities.  The 

researcher also intends to use the findings of this study to organize sensitization 

workshops for students, teaching- and administrative staff in higher education 

institutions in Namibia in order to make them aware of the needs and challenges of 

students with disabilities and appeal to their humanity to consider students with 

disability as a legitimate part of the student population with the same goals, potentials 

and abilities.  As a meso-system, each institution of higher education ought to strive to 
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make life for students with disabilities easier, to pave a way for them to strive better in 

their macro- and exo-systems (society).  Higher education institutions are often 

viewed as the pace-setters for innovations in their societies.  If the ethos of higher 

education institutions with respect to inclusive education is clear and visible, there is 

likelihood that government and the public will follow their example. 

 

6.6.1 Administrative requirements 
 

Institutions of higher educations should appoint a steering committee that will prepare 

a Disability Action Plan.  The steering committee should identify crucial issues 

affecting students with disabilities.  The steering committee should advise 

management on how to move forward.  The current study has provided a clear idea of 

the challenges of students with disabilities that can be used as framework for the 

needs of students with disabilities which could be considered as baseline information 

for such committees. 

 
The steering committee can consist of staff members who have an interest in 

supporting students and staff with disabilities, students with disabilities, a member of 

the Students’ Representative Council, a member of institutional management who 

normally deals with disability issues, a member of a disability advocacy group and a 

government representative, either from Ministry of Health and Social Services, 

National Planning Commission or Prime Minister’s Office. 

 

It is important that each institution of higher education develop an institutional policy 

plan for inclusive education.  Institutions should thus have a Disability Statement 

(Tinklin et al 2004:640).  This statement and policy will regulate provisions and 

concessions for students with disabilities.  It will also spell out expectations and rights 

of students with disabilities and provided guidelines regarding where and how 

services not offered by the institution can be accessed. 

 

All institutions should appoint a disability officer.  The disability officer should be 

acquainted with the scope of needs and services of students with a wide range of 

disabilities.  He or she should be in a position to advise management on disability 

issues and render certain technical and academic support services or organize for the 
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rendering of such services.  The disability officer could be appointed on a part-time of 

full-time basis, depending upon institutional needs.  In this study, the part-time 

availability of a disability officer was found to be very frustrating by some of the 

students and they suggested that a full-time officer would be of most use to them.  

Whereas some international universities believe that the disability officer should be 

someone with a disability who will understand issues of disabilities, there could be 

limitations to such an expectation for Namibia.  Therefore, any person with such 

expertise and understanding would be useful.  If a resource person with a disability is 

identified for such a position, he or she will be the most ideal person to fulfill such a 

role, both for role modeling as well as for service provision.  It has to be kept in mind 

that the disability officer should be able to render services such as Braille translations, 

mobility trainings, Sign Language interpretations, and other relevant services, 

depending on the diversity of students. 

 

Management of higher education institutions should make funding available for 

addressing disability issues.  These will include the appointment and maintenance of 

disability officers and offices or units, and for the appointing of student assistants. 

 

Some of the respondents held very strong views of disregard for the absence of 

counselling services for students with disabilities.  Respondents were of the opinion 

that while there were counselling committees in place, they focussed on other issues 

and did not pay attention to students with disabilities.  One respondent felt that 

institutions had a closed door policy regarding psycho-social support for students with 

disabilities.  In the view of this, the services of the disability office should include 

counselling and other forms of psycho-social support for students with disabilities. 

 

The disability office or institutional management should appoint skilled personnel to 

specifically address the psycho-social needs of students with disabilities in the most 

relevant manner and refer students to further psycho-social support services they may 

need. 
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6.6.2 Infrastructural adjustments 
 

Higher education institutions should have a unit or center responding to the needs of 

students with disabilities (Crous 2004:247).  This recommendation is strongly 

supported by students with disabilities in this research, who claimed that such a center 

would remove the guilt they so often experience when asking for favours from 

lecturers and peers alike.  They argued that staff of such a center will be doing their 

work, and will also have a mandate to support them. 

 

Higher education institutions should also accept the responsibility to make 

infrastructural adjustments that ensure that buildings and other facilities, including 

hostels, bedrooms, bathrooms and sport arena are accessible to the whole population 

of the institution and its visitors, and not exclude people through an inaccessible 

environment (Gledhill 1999:7).  Acknowledging the cost implications that accompany 

such adjustments, it is suggested that costs can be shared between government, non-

governmental organizations, institutions and families of students with disabilities, 

where possible. 

 

6.6.3 Academic responsiveness of institutions 
 

Respondents in this study have discussed at length how lecturers excluded them 

consciously and unconsciously from learning experiences, which are the core of 

attending higher education.  This finding suggests and overhaul of teaching, 

assessment and communication procedures.  To achieve these, it is imperative that 

staff members are exposed to comprehensive trainings offered in form of workshops 

to provide them with skills necessary to include and support students with disabilities 

in their classes.  Such workshops should be based on a needs assessment survey to be 

conducted in each institution to determine the needs of academic staff regarding 

support to students with disabilities. 

 

Training of academic staff should include familiarizations with national and 

institutional policies and regulations regarding inclusive education.  Unless lecturers 

are given opportunities to share these ideals, they will have difficulties supporting 

students with disabilities.  Sensitization and empowerment of staff to support students 
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with disabilities in institutions of higher education to achieve their potentials 

regarding academic and social development should form an integral part of trainings.  

Such trainings should include elements of academic as well as social needs of students 

with disabilities. 

 

Respondents in this study have identified strategies used by some of the lecturers to 

support students with disabilities.  Such lecturers should be invited to share their 

strategies with others.  Staff should be given possible strategies that they can use to 

support students with disabilities.  Some of these are discussed at length in chapter 

two of this dissertation (Tincani 2003:129). 

 

6.6.4 Responsiveness of institutions’ administrative and auxiliary 

staff  
 

Respondents of this study have shared great stories of support they have received 

from staff members such as security officers, hostel matrons, drivers, public relations 

officers and registration officials.  At the same time, respondents also described sad 

experiences they encountered with some administrative and auxiliary staff by way of 

sticking to rules meant for the average majority and, therefore, depriving students 

with disabilities from food, access to certain venues or misinforming them.  Similarly, 

other students who do not have obvious disabilities were responsible for the general 

unhappiness of students with disabilities through intentional and unintentional stigma 

and discrimination.  The general public also posed challenges by not observing 

concessions made for students with disabilities. 

 

Therefore it becomes of paramount importance that administrative and auxiliary staff 

is included in these comprehensive sensitization and training workshops aimed at 

improving service delivery to students with disabilities. 

 

For all these recommendations to take effect there is need for extensive sensitization 

of all stakeholders in the institutions of higher education.  Given opportunities, the 

researcher intends to use findings and material produced as part of this research to 

facilitate such sensitization sessions or workshops. 
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Based on the above suggestions, the following template could serve as a tool for 

higher education institutions to enhance their support to students with disabilities 

within the framework of inclusive education.  The term “students with special needs” 

will be introduced at this point.  Institutions of higher education in Namibia have 

agreed to making provision for a center or office to serve students with all special 

needs and impairments and not only those with disabilities.  These include students 

with health impairments, students confronted by other risk situations as well as those 

with disabilities. As a result, these guidelines will not only focus on students with 

disabilities, but will also include other students with special needs and impairments 

that are not necessarily disabilities. 

  



 
 

Table 11: A template for an institutional disability action plan 
 
 
 
Action Functions/Responsibilities Personnel implications Responsible office for 

execution 
Monitoring and 
evaluation 

1. Appointment of a 
special needs 
coordinator 

• To oversee the welfare 
of students with special 
needs. 

• To provide orientation 
programmes to students 
with special needs and 
disabilities and student 
assistants. 

• To render support and 
sensitization 
programmes to 
instituional 
communities. 

• To advise and support 
lectures in supporting 
students with special 
needs. 

• To coordinate, order & 
supervise the use of 
equipment and assistive 
devices. 
 
 

One full-time position, 
supported by volunteer (at 
existing rates for student 
assistants. 

Office of Dean of 
Students 

Office of Dean of Students 
with support from relevant 
Departments. 
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Action Functions/Responsibilities Personnel implications Responsible office for 
execution 

Monitoring and 
evaluation 

2. Forming of special 
needs steering 
committee. 

• To serve as advocacy 
group for students and 
staff with disabilities. 

• To serve as support 
group for students and 
staff with disabilities. 

Students with special needs 
and disabilities, staff with 
interest in supporting 
students with special needs. 

Office of the Vice-
Chancellor, Disability 
Unit, Office of Dean of 
Students and Personnel. 

Office of Dean of Students 
and Disability Unit. 

3. Development of 
institutional policy 
on Disability 
based on the 
National Policy of 
the Education 
Sector. 

To provide guidelines and 
disseminate information 
regarding appropriate 
responses to special needs and 
disability issues in institutions. 

Special Needs Coordinator None. Office of Dean of Students 
and Personnel. 

4. Developing a 
Special Needs and 
Disability Action 
Plan for .both 
academic as well 
as residential 
spheres and 
spaces. 

To provide guidelines and 
disseminate information 
regarding appropriate 
responses to special needs and 
disability issues in institutions. 

Special Needs Coordinator 
and Steering Committee. 

Existing staff and 
selected students with 
special needs and/or 
disabilities. 
They can include other 
relevant advocacy 
groups. 

Special Needs Coordinator 
and Steering Committee. 

5. Appointment of 
special needs 
portfolio on the 
SRC. 

To represent the needs of 
students with special needs and 
disabilities at all campuses. 

Office of Dean of Students 
and SRC President. 

None. Office of Dean of Students 
and SRC president. 
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6.7 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 
 

There is no doubt that this research has produced valuable information that was 

otherwise not available in the education sector in Namibia and other African 

countries.  If the researcher had more time and resources, she would have wished to 

expand the study further to include opinions of lecturers and peers without disabilities, 

in not only higher education, but also in vocational education institutions.  It will be of 

benefit to the whole education sector if this research is replicated in vocational 

training institutions.   

 

The current research focused on students with observable, visible and disclosed 

disabilities.  It will be interesting if the research is replicated to include students with 

hidden disabilities (Denhart 2001; Tinklin et al 2004; DeFord 2006).  International 

literature suggests that most students with disabilities in higher education have been 

those with hidden disabilities, and especially those with learning difficulties and 

health impairments.  It will be interesting to find out how this population of students 

with disabilities copes in the higher education system in Namibia.  Such a study will 

assure a more comprehensive approach in development of intervention programmes 

for the support of students with disabilities in Namibia. 

 

Respondents in this research have shared wonderful experiences about support they 

received from a few role players in their institutions.  This research however, focused 

on challenges of students and it was not within its scope to explore the positive 

aspects of the inclusion of students with disabilities in higher education.  Future 

research could explore this aspect, which is likely to reveal some good practices that 

have been employed with limited budgets and resources. 

 

6.7 FINAL CONCLUSION 
 

The researcher acknowledges and commends higher education institutions in Namibia 

for the role they have played in admitting and supporting students with disabilities 

over the past few years.  The research revealed isolated cases of full-inclusion.  

Rather, to a large degree, what has been achieved in the majority of higher education 
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institutions in Namibia is integration.  Good foundational work has been done for 

inclusive education to take effect in the near future.  The very difference between 

integration and inclusion is the degree to which services are rendered to students with 

disabilities, in order to compensate for the limitations they experience resulting from 

their disabilities.  In the integration approach, the priority was on access.  The support 

services rendered were still specialized, in semi-specialized settings.  In the inclusion 

approach, rendering of support in mainstream settings is mandatory.  Inclusive 

education acknowledges the right of any person to education in settings of their 

choice, regardless of their gender, religion, abilities and cultures, and also 

acknowledges the responsibility of the institution to facilitate and maximize 

participation to utilize that right.  As long as physical and social environments 

continue to remain unresponsive to diversity, the rights to education for persons with 

disabilities remain “violated.” 

 
The fact that the study provided evidence that most of the challenges faced by 

students with disabilities arise from ignorance (in a positive sense) and lack of 

sensitization is a good indicator for possible successes on this front.  Also, the positive 

legislative framework, coupled with general recognition at national level that as a 

country we are caught into policy formulation while neglecting policy implementation 

are good indicators that in the near future, institutions of higher education will 

implement the ideals of inclusive education.  The African continent, with its inclusive 

group cultures, as opposed to more individualistic cultures of the West, is assumed, by 

virtue of those cultures, to have applied inclusive education long before it was 

articulated in conventions, constitutions and national policies. 

 

The current study produced new knowledge in the field of inclusive education in 

Namibia.  It has provided data on the prevalence and nature of disabilities in higher 

education institutions in Namibia that were not available prior to its execution. 

 

The types of methodologies used for this study were unique in their design and 

application, and have never been used before in Namibia with this particular 

population.  The narrative methodology, combined with diary and photo-voice, played 

not only an informative role, but also a therapeutic one in which students with 
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disabilities, who often are passive participants in the research process, took central 

position in creating knowledge for this research. 

 

This study provided a window through which the lives of students with disabilities in 

higher education could be observed.  It provided an opportunity for institutions to 

become aware of the impacts of their services, or lack thereof, on the academic, social 

and emotional well-being of students with disabilities.  Institutions could perhaps start 

to consciously deliberate and invest in actions, policies and institutional cultures that 

promote, rather than hinder, the supportive learning environments for students with 

disabilities.  The researcher believes that there is hope for positive changes, as 

described here by one of the respondents, Case 11 in her diary extract: 

 
Hope 

It’s in the shadows we stare 
The memories we cherish 
The dreams we dream 
The life we lead. 
 

Namibia has made commendable strides in the access to education for all.  Many 

children, youths and adults who did not have access to education during the apartheid 

era have over the past 19 years been able to bridge the gap between themselves and 

their peers who were from groups that were favoured by the former government.  The 

access paradigm has thus been addressed satisfactorily and the researcher under no 

circumstances suggests that it be regarded as achieved and therefore be set aside.  In 

the contrary, the researcher suggests that more room is created for the access and 

equity paradigms to run shoulder to shoulder to ensure that all persons in Namibia 

have the same opportunities to excel, given an equitable playing field. 
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix 1: Letter of seeking permission to conduct research 
 
 MEMORANDUM 
 
To: The Permanent-Secretary 

Mr. V. Ankama 
Attention: Mr. Charles Kabayani 
Director: Programmes Quality Assurance (PQA) 
Ministry of Education 
Government Office Park 
Luther St, Private Bag 13186, WINDHOEK 
REPUBLIC OF NAMIBIA 

 
From: Cynthy Kaliinasho Haihambo 

Department of Educational Psychology and special Needs Education 
 Faculty of Education 
 University of Namibia 
 P. O. Box 20795 

WINDHOEK 
Tel: 061- 206 3785 (Office), 061-217735(H), +264 81 149 2257 (Mobile) 
E-Mail: chaihambo@unam.na 
 kariihaihambo@webmail.co.za 
 

Subject: Seeking Authorization to Conduct Disability Study in Institutions 
of Higher Education in Namibia 

Date: 15 May 2008 
 
Dear Sir 
I am a lecturer at the University of Namibia, pursuing post-graduate studies for the 

purpose of capacity development. I would like to start by 
congratulating your Ministry for the achievement of 2007, and 
wishing you the inspiration you need to meet the challenges and 
successes of 2008. 

 
I am a registered student at the University of South Africa under student number: 

3625-906-3, for a doctoral degree in Inclusive Education.  My 
approved proposal is titled:  Inclusive Education: Challenges Faced by 
Students with Disabilities at Institutions of Higher Education in 
Namibia.   

 
I am writing to you to request your permission to conduct a qualitative study in on 

the above topic, using all institutions of Higher Education in Namibia 
as a population, where after I will select a sample, guided by the 
selected sampling technique.  These will include the University of 
Namibia, the Polytechnic of Namibia, 4 Colleges of Education and 
Vocational Training Centers offering post-secondary programmes.  

 

mailto:chaihambo@unam.na�
mailto:kariihaihambo@webmail.co.za�
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I intend to identify students with sensory and physical disabilities registered at any 
of these institutions for the 2007 academic year.  After observing all 
ethical procedures, students will be requested to provide data on the 
academic, social, cultural and any other challenges they experience, 
through three main methods: narrative-diaries, in-depth qualitative 
interviews and photo-voice.  All institutions will be visited about 
three times by the researcher, and or her research-assistants. The data-
collection will assume three stages: Introduction and identification; 
sampling and actual data collection from students and where 
available, disability coordinators at each institution; and lastly follow-
up and debriefing.   

 
The diary-keeping and photo-voice methods will apply to students, while interviews 

and observation will apply to disability-coordinators/ facilitators of 
institutions.  Participation in the research is voluntary and will not be 
enforced on an institution or individual. 

 
I pledge to treat all information I may obtain in the course of this research with the 

highest confidentiality.  I also pledge to follow all procedures set by 
institutions and by so doing, and as far as possible, not disturb any 
institutional programmes. 

 
The fieldwork for this research is planned to start as soon as permission has been 

granted by your highest office, and is hoped to be completed by 
October 2008. 

 
I will appreciate a written response for purposes of facilitating my identification and 

self-introduction to institutions, and also for recordkeeping.  Thank 
you very much for taking time off your hectic schedule to attend to 
my request. 

 
Should you have any questions or need for clarification, please do not hesitate to 

contact me. 
 
Yours truly, 
………………… 
C. K. Haihambo 
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Appendix 2: Letter of authorization – Ministry of Education 
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Appendix 3: Request for permission from institutions (A sample of one 
institution) 
 
To: The Office of the Dean of Students 
 The Rector: Windhoek College of Education 
   Private Bag 13317, Windhoek 
 From: C. K. Haihambo 
 Researcher: Students with Disabilities in Higher Education in Namibia 
 Tel. 061- 206 3785 (off.); 081 149 2257 (mobile) 
 E-Mail: chaihambo@unam.na 
  kariihaihambo@webmail.co.za 
 
Subject: Request for Authorization to Conduct Disability-Related Research in 
Windhoek College of Education 
Date: 8 July 2008 
 
Dear Madam 
 
I am conducting a research study on the Challenges of Students with Disabilities in 
Institutions of Higher Education in Namibia. Your institution has been sampled as a 
research site, as all institutions of higher education are potential research sites.  With 
this letter, I seek your permission to conduct the above research with students with 
visible/ observable disabilities in your institution. 
The research will be conducted in two phases: Phase one is a quantitative prevalence 
survey, seeking baseline information on each institution. 
Phase two involves three main qualitative methodologies namely photo-voice, 
narrative diary-keeping and in-depth interviews with sampled students with 
observable physical and/ or sensory disabilities. 
Please be assured that all ethical issues relating to research will be observed, and that I 
commit myself to limit any obstructions of academic or other activities to the 
minimum.  The research will resume as soon as I receive your authorization.  I 
therefore beg for your response, at your earliest convenience, to enable me to start 
with this long process. 
Attached, find a copy of the letter of authorization from the Ministry of Education. 
Thank you for your attention to this matter. 
Yours truly, 
………………………. 
C. K. Haihambo 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:chaihambo@unam.na�
mailto:kariihaihambo@webmail.co.za�
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Appendix 4: Biographical data form 
 
Biographical Data Form: 
Inclusive Education: Challenges of Students with Disabilities in 
Institutions of Higher Education in Namibia 
 
Name of Student  
Name of Institution  
Course of Study  
Year of Study  
Age of Student  
Telephone Number  
Cell phone Number  
Gender  
Preferred Language of 
Communication 

 

Future / Intended Career  
Hostel Resident? (Yes or No)  
Nature of Disability  
Number of Years at Institution  
Hobbies  
 
Researchers’ Details: 
Name C. K. Haihambo 
Tel. Number 061- 217735 (Home) 
Cell phone number 081 149 2257 
E-Mail address 1 chaihambo@unam.na 
E-Mail address 2 kariihaihambo@webmail.co.za 
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Appendix 5:  Quantitative questionnaire 
 
Research on Students with Disabilities in Higher Education in Namibia 
Quantitative Prevalence Survey for Higher Education Institutions 
To: The Dean of Students/ Disability Coordinator/ Special Needs Facilitator 
 
Dear Madam/ Sir 
I am conducting research on Students with Disabilities in Higher Education 
Institutions in Namibia.  Kindly answer the following questions with regard to 
students with disabilities in your institution, to the best of your knowledge.  Please 
make sure that your answers are based on the situation as per the 2008 Academic 
Year.  Your opinion is very important to me, and all information will be treated with 
extreme confidentiality.  This is not an examination.  I am simply interested in the 
current statistics, provisions and challenges of your institution regarding disability 
issues.   
1.1 Provide the number of students with disabilities registered in your institution
 …………….. 
1.2 Provide a list of students with disabilities as per the following example: 
Name of Student Sex (Female/ 

Male) 
Type of 
Disability 

Course of 
Study 

Year of 
Study 

1. Cynthy 
Haihambo 

Female Physical 
Disability (uses 
wheelchair) 

B. Tech 2nd Year 

2. Josef 
Gariseb 

Male Albinism (also 
can’t see well) 

Bachelor of 
Education 

1st Year 

     
     
     
     
     
     
     
 

3. How do you (the institution) become aware of such disabilities? 
Tick whatever is appropriate to your institution: 

3.1 Students disclose in the application form ………………. 
3.2 Students disclose when they need specific services or provisions 
………………… 
3.3 We just see/ observe in classes or on campus ……………… 
3.4 We have no way of knowing, because students do not disclose 
…………………. 
3.5 Other (Specify) 
…………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
4. How does your institution provide for/ support students with disabilities? 

4.1 We have a well-equipped disability unit with a disability coordinator
 …………….. 
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4.2 We make use of a Volunteer who comes on a scheduled time.         
………………… 
4.3 We refer students to state or other external services, depending on their needs. 
…………… 
4.4 Students use their own medical aid to access services on their own 
……………………. 
4.5 Individual staff members support students out of own efforts. 
………………… 
4.6 Other: specify 
………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………….. 
 
5. What are the common challenges of students with disabilities that are brought 

under your attention? 
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………….. 

6. What the main challenges of your institution regarding support and service 
provision for students with disabilities? 
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………
……………….. 
 
Thanks for your input.  Please phone me to collect the questionnaire, or e-mail 
it back to me to the following address: chaihambo@unam.na! 
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Appendix 6:  Interview guide for students with disabilities in higher education 
 

Interview guide 
INTERVIEW GUIDE FOR A STUDY ON STUDENTS WITH 
DISABILITIES IN INSTITUTIONS OF HIGHER EDUCATION IN 
NAMIBIA         2008 
 
Student ID: 
……………………………………………………………………. 
 
Dear Participant 
 
Thank you for your preparedness to participate in this study from the 
beginning until this final stage of your involvement.  I commend you for the 
time you have dedicated to this process, despite your demanding academic 
programme.  I would like to ask you questions, based on your diary-entries, 
photos as well as your general experiences in your institution.  I will ask you 
questions regarding: Your application process and choice of the institution; 
arrival-experiences; being a student with a disability in your institution; 
academic issues; social relationships; institutional infrastructure; and a few 
more. Once again, I would like to appeal on your honesty and patience and 
assure you that the information you are sharing will be treated with extreme 
confidentiality of the information you have entrusted to me. Thank you. 
 

1. Application and admission processes 
 Why did you choose your course of study? 
 How did you apply to ……………………? 
 Why did you choose ……………………..? 
 Did the application form contain a question on disability? 
 How did you respond to that question? 
 How did you experience the application and admission process? 
 What challenges did you experience in this process? 
 

2. Arrival 
 What were your most prominent concerns before you came to the 
institution for the first time? 
 How did you manage to counter those concerns/ fears? 
 How did you experience the registration process? 
 What made things easier for you? 
 What made things more difficult for you? 
 Who supported you in those initial days? 
 

3. What is it like to be a student with a disability in 
……………………….? 

 Do you think your lecturers consider your disability in their teaching? 
 What would you like to see your lecturers doing to accommodate you 
better in their lectures? 
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 Do you communicate your needs to your lecturers? 
 Do you feel that you have equal access to education as your peers without 
disabilities? 
 Do you remember a time when you really felt excluded? 
 Do you remember a time when you really felt included? 
 What have been some of your strategies to survive/ navigate/ manage 
academics? 
 What have been your most pressing challenges? 
 Who/ What helps you to overcome these challenges? 
 What provisions would you like to see in your institution that will be 
helpful to you in meeting academic demands better? 
 Who supports you in your academic endeavors? 
 

4. Socialization 
 What socialization activities do you engage in at your institution? 
 Who organizes those activities? 
 Do you think that those who organize socialization activities in your 
institution consider your needs? 
 Do you communicate your socialization needs to them? Through what 
channels? 
 Do you think it is more challenging to be a male/ female with a disability in 
………………..? Can you share some of those experiences with me? 
 Do you feel that there are enough safe and comfortable places for you to 
relax in between lectures? 
 What would you like to see in your institution that will make you feel more 
included in socialization activities? 
 

5. Institutional Infrastructure 
 Do you think your campus is accessible to a student with your type of 
disability? Explain. 
 What challenges do you face in: 

 Accessing lecture rooms. 
 Accessing library/ reading rooms/ laboratories, health facility, 

etc. 
 Accessing sport venues? 

 
 Please share with me your challenges regarding Information Access, for 
example in: 

 Doing assignments 
 Examination regulation/ environment 
 Deadlines (Assignments, tests, etc.) 
 Learning material (is it in a format you can easily access?) 

 
6. Do you think there are cultural beliefs that cause people in your 

institution to view you or treat you differently from other people? 
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7. Personality Factors 
 What is your personal philosophy (a belief or conviction), that you think 
has helped you to get this far and keeps you in this institution until you leave 
with a degree/ diploma? 

 Self-determination 
 Intrinsic Motivation 
 Extrinsic Motivation 

 
8.Additional comments/ observations 
 Any other challenges you would like to add, or anything else you would 

like to say? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    Thank you for your inputs and participation! 
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Appendix 7:  Sample of interview transcript 
Case 6 (Transcript) 
  

1. Application and admission process 
a. Why did you apply to OCE?  
 I asked someone to fetch the application form for me, and I also asked her 
to complete it for me.  I did not think teaching was my career choice.  I 
always wanted to become a nurse.  I applied to do Nursing, but was not 
accepted.  I got here, and I had a problem with subject choices.  I wanted 
to take Agriculture as a major, but I was not allowed to do so.  All of us 
coming from Eluwa, when we come to the College, we are only allowed to 
major in Languages.  They say subjects like Agriculture are difficult for us.  
They have a lot of practical requirements and it will be too demanding for 
people with visual impairment to collect insects and things like that. 

1.2 How did you apply? 
I had to ask someone to fill in the form for me.  My handwriting is improving now.  At 
the beginning of year 1, it was terrible.  I am only learning to write now.  I have been 
using Braille since primary school and I forgot how to write!  I just thought, if I fill it 
myself, they might not accept me, based on the handwriting. 
 
1.3 Did the application form contain a question on disability?  If yes, how did you 

respond to that question? 
Yes.  I explained that I acquired visual impairment after measles attack when I 
was very young.  My parents took too long to get me treatment  
[medical].  Instead, they took me to a traditional doctor but when they realized 
that it [the treatment from traditional doctor] was not working, they took me 
to the hospital.  But it was already too late and I lost my one eye completely.  
And this eye [remaining eye] could only see a bit like movement, light and 
dark and people, but not to remember their faces. 

1.4 How did you experience the application and admission processes 
That was fine.  My teacher from primary school helped me with the 
application.  She is a good friend of mine even if she is much older than I am. 
 
Arrival 

1.5 What were your most prominent concerns before you came to the institution? 
The day I had to register and come into the hostel is the day my Uncle died.  I 
was taking care of him at the hospital.  That day, I had to come to College so I 
could not be by his side.  I was in a bad mood the whole day.  And the people 
at the College were not very supportive. When I got the news that he died, I 
 just wanted to leave immediately.  But I was in the cue and nobody seemed to 
understand that I needed to go.  My Uncle meant everything to me.  He paid 
for my school and my other needs throughout my school career.  Even while in 
hospital, he said he will come and give me money for groceries. I was hurt and 
lost.  I was wondering what will happen to me. 
I was told at OCE, people don’t use Braille in lectures.  So I was wondering 
how I will learn to write. Because my vision in this one I improved so much I 
can now read and write. 

1.6 How did you experience the registration process? 
It was difficult.  There was no assistance whatsoever.  And they kept sending 
me back and forth to get copies of things .They entered wrong information 
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about my Grade 12 results in the computer.  Then one lecturer was shouting at 
me.  I waited the whole day.  Fortunately, the volunteer came to help me. 

1.7 What made things easier for you? 
The Volunteer, Sarah, was very helpful.  She told me to come to the Special Needs 
Resource Room whenever I needed anything. She also encouraged me to write 
without worrying about handwriting.  So In just kept trying.  I even wrote my diary 
myself. 

 
2. Having a disability in OCE. 
2.1 What is it like to be a student with a disability in OCE? 

In my class this year it is bad.  People stigmatize and always underestimate 
me.  There is no good cooperation between us in class.  I face many 
challenges.  Many times, people don’t want me in their group.  Sometimes the 
lecturers have to allocate me to a group.  But when they find things difficult 
and I know the answers, they are like surprised.  When they treat me like that, 
they just encourage me to work harder.  Then I get higher marks and they 
don’t like it. 
 

2.2 Do you think your lecturers consider your disability in their teaching? 
Only some. The IMS lecturer is very kind.  He does not want to make me feel 
bad.  He always protects me against my nasty classmates. He even puts his 
notes through the CCTV so I can see better .In the first year, Mr. Dennis used 
to give me his class notes because he understands that I cannot write that fast. 

2.3 What would you like to see your lecturers do to include you better in their 
classes? 
They can give me notes so that I can write at my own time later. Actually, if 
they print things in larger font, they don’t even have to give me their personal 
notes. 

2.4 Do you think you have equal access to education? 
Yes, admitting us in College is a good starting point.  And that’s why some 
people feel threatened .Lecturers need to interfere when other students are 
mistreating students with special needs. 

2.5 Do you communicate your needs to your lecturers? 
I tell them, especially before the exams, that I need notes because I cannot 
write that fast.  Now and then I need extra time, but I don’t like to be left 
behind, so I really push myself.  I ask the lecturers to enlarge their text, but 
sometimes they just don’t do it.  Luckily, we have lecturers we can go to in the 
Resource Centre and they can ask their colleagues to give them their class 
notes for enlargement. 
 

2.6 Do you remember a time that you really felt excluded? 
Now and then, for example when people don’t choose me for their group in 
class, but I am used to that. 

2.7.1 Do you remember a time you ever felt included:   
Most of the time yes.  I have good friends, and when we are together, I am part 
of a group. 

2.8 What strategies have you used to survive/ navigate academic demands? 
I always have to ask my lecturers, some of my nice classmates, and even my old 
teachers from Eluwa. 

2.9 What have been your most pressing challenges? 
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My biggest challenge is letter size.  And we always have limited time for 
writing tasks.  Mr. Dennis always has to ask for extra-time for some of us.  If 
he doesn’t do that and we ask, it’s often not granted. 

2.10 What provisions would you like to see in your institution that will help you to 
meet academic demands?   

I have been wondering why we cannot use the Resource Room to write tests 
and exams. One or two computers with internet need to be reserved for us. It 
will be nice if all our tests and notes were enlarged, but on A4.  I don’t like the 
things on A3.  Then I have difficulty filing.  I will rather have more papers, than 
having A3.Extra-time should be included in the programmes.  It’s not something 
we have to keep asking for. 

2.11 Who supports you most in your academic endeavors?  
My friends, many of them are older people outside.  They listen to me and 
encourage me.  And the Resource Room lecturers. 
 

3 Socialization 
3.1 What socialization activities do you engage in at your institution? 

I used to do Cultural Dance, but I felt kind of discriminated there too. Now I 
only participate in Campus Crusade. 
I wish there was something like sport for persons with disabilities, like we used 
to have in Eluwa. 

3.2 Who organizes sport and other activities in your institutions? 
There’s a committee consisting of students and lecturers. 

4.3 Do you think those who organize activities consider the needs of students with 
disabilities? 
No.   

4.4 Do you communicate your socialization needs? 
No, I don’t see the point. 

4.5 Do you think it is more difficult to be a male than a female with a disability? 
No, I think it’s just the same.  We experience the same problems. 

4.6 Do feel there are enough safe and comfortable places on campus? 
No it’s definitely not safe.  There are even snakes moving around, and if you 
cannot see completely, you may even walk into a snake. Too much bushes.  
The place is not kept clean, especially after the rains. 

4.7 What would you like to see in your institution that will make you feel more 
included in socialization activities? 

 I have lost interest in socialization here.  People don’t even count you.  Even if 
you are there, it’s as if you are not there. 

5. Institutional Infrastructure 
5.1 What challenges do you experience in? 

 Accessing lecture rooms . 
 Accessing library material:  
 Sport venues:   
 Examination and Tests:  

I have no challenges with most of these things.  As I said already, if we can 
get all text enlarged, I will improve my results. 
 

 Cultural Beliefs  
Do you feel that there are cultural beliefs that cause people to view you 
different from other people? 
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Yes, people around here people with disabilities are empty shells.  They will 
easily misuse your resources because they think you are visually impaired and 
will not see.  

7. Personality Factors 
7.1 What is your personal philosophy? 
 Faith in God keeps me going. With God, everything is possible. 
7.2 Anything else you would like to add in terms of challenges? 

No, just that doing this research made me realize how unhappy I have been at 
College this year.  Good luck with your studies. 
 
 End of Case 6 
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Appendix 8:  Instructions to participants (Diary and photo voice) 
 
Dear Student 
My name is Cynthy K. Haihambo.  I am conducting research regarding students with 
disabilities in Namibia.   
I am delighted that you have agreed to take part in this study titled: Challenges 
Experienced by Students with Disabilities in Institutions of Higher Education in 
Namibia.  I thank you very much for your willingness to participate, and for the time 
you are going to devote to this project.  I appreciate this very much. 
 
I would like to give you notes that will guide you: 
1. This is the book you are going to use as a diary.  Paste the sticker on the inside 

cover of your book, and write your name on the sticker. 
2. Leave the first page blank. 
3. Complete the form on the second page (Your name, study course, year of 

study, etc.) 
4. On the next page, introduce yourself to me/ write a short biography of 

yourself: 
• Who you are. 
• How you want people to address you/ refer to you/ call you. 
• How you describe your disability. 
• Your history (where you were born, number of siblings, your 

progression from primary school until you got here (higher education). 
• Success stories along the way, in life (school, home, community). 
• Challenges you experienced. 
• What it is like to be someone who has a disability in 

…………………….. (name of your institution). 
• Likes and dislikes. 
• Wishes for future/ aspirations. 
• If you would change anything about this institution, what would that be 

and why. 
5. Skip one page again and now start keeping diary. 

 Every time you experience a challenge in the institution, write the date, 
and tell me about your experience in writing, and also say how the 
experience makes you feel, for example: 
4 February 2008 
Today I feel sad.  I could not finish my homework, because the brailler 
was not working, and there was not one to help me.  I could not record 
my answers on tape, because I do not have a tape-recorder.  I feel 
excluded when I am the only one who has not done their homework. 

6. Do the same with taking pictures.  If you get to a place where you 
experience difficulties, take a picture (or ask someone to do it on your 
behalf) that shows the difficulty you are experiencing.  This could be 
anything, like a toilet of which the door knob is too high to reach when one 
is using a wheel chair; steps that are too high; or corridors that are too 
narrow, etc.   
When you take a picture, as soon as you get time to settle down, write in 
the diary, describing the environment that you have taken a picture off and 
why, for example: 7 August 2008 
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Today I bumped against this old car parked in front of the dining hall.  I 
took a picture of it.  I do not know why no one ever thinks of removing it. 
 
 

7. At the back of the diary, you can write anything you want to talk about.  I 
will come again at a time that is suitable to both of us, and we will discuss 
your pictures and diary notes. 
 
Thank you very much, once again! 
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Appendix 9: Sample of diary entry 
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Appendix 10:  Sample of diary transcript 
Case 5 Biography and Diary Data 
Biography 
My name is........................... I was born in Angola during the liberation struggle.  In 
1986 the 30th

In 2002 I was admitted to Jan Jonker Secondary school.  I had difficulty with the 
stairs, but the school management did bring my classes downstairs, to the ground 
floor. 

 August when I was three years old, I caught polio which left my legs 
paralysed.  I started my schooling in 1996.  My parents struggled to find me a school, 
since most of the schools were not willing to accept me. They thought I would not 
cope in a normal school. This resulted in me starting school late.  At last I was 
accepted at Tobias Hainyeko Primary School in Katutura.  They too did not want to 
accept me.  The Ministry of Education had to force them to accept me. In 1998 I was 
promoted straight from grade 2 to 4, because the teachers thought that I was too 
intelligent to be in Grade 3. 

Last year I came to the Polytech.  There were no ramps at the guys’ hostel.  It took 
Polytech about two weeks to build it after seeing the struggle of people helping me to 
my room all the time.  This was a nice experience in itself.  I did not know most of the 
guys, yet they were willing to help me.  I realized that there are really generous people 
in this world. 
The classes were not wheelchair friendly.  Luckily, most of my classes were also 
brought down to the ground floor. 
My biggest concern was and still is getting to the library.  The hill to go there is very 
steep.  As a result of this, I don’t go to the library often. People always help me 
whenever they see me going there, but I sometimes feel I am being a burden to them.  
I only go to the library when it is really necessary. 
End of Biography 
Case 5 Silas Diary 
1 August 2008 
I wanted to go print my notes in the library.  When I thought about that hill, I just 
postponed to tomorrow.   2 August 2008 
Went to the library in the morning.  I felt so sorry for the friend who was helping me 
get there.  I felt I was delaying him because he was on his way to town. 
In the library, I took a picture of the printer that is too high and out of my reach. 
5 August 
A friend of my girlfriend of my girlfriend made a very bad remark towards me.  She 
said that I should get myself a girlfriend who is also in a wheelchair.  I am not worth 
being with her friend.  This hurt. 
7 August 
My Uncle found me in town, alone.  He got very angry, arguing that I was supposed 
to call someone to accompany me to town. I was just wondering: “What is the big 
deal?” I don’t like to bother people unnecessarily. If I can do something on my own, I 
will do it!  That’s why I went to town alone. 
10 August 
I was in Katutura.  The taxi driver dropped me off at my aunt’s place. There were 
children playing soccer in the street.  They stopped playing and were just staring at 
me.  It hurts to think that you are so different that people have to stop whatever they 
are doing just to look at you. 
12 August 
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I wanted to enter the MTC (Cellular phone providers) Mobile Home in Post Street 
Mall.  The entrance is not wheelchair friendly.  It reminds me of many places on 
campus where I cannot go. 
14 August 
I was at the library until 17h00.  I was completely stranded and had to look for 
someone to help me up the hill from the library to the hostel. I felt helpless.  The 
library staff  doesn’t care how you get to the hostel.  Their job is inside the library.  
How you get to your next destination is not their issue. 
15 August 
I was at Maerua Mall.  On my way back, I asked a taxi driver if he could take me 
along.  He said the Poly is too far.  He is not going that way.  Then he loaded two 
ladies going to Windhoek-West, which is further than the Poly.  I think he was just 
discriminating against me. 
19 August  
I was at the Administration Building.  There are no elevators in that building. So I had 
to ask a security guard to go upstairs and ask someone from Finance Department to 
come to me to listen to my enquiry which I had about my financial statement.  I 
waited for about 30 minutes for someone to come to me, and when they did, they had 
this attitude of: “who the hell do you think you are to summon us down here?”  I think 
such critical services should be accessible by all.  Other students run up there, even 
taking two stairs at a go, while some of us have to wait for a half-an-hour. 
20 August 
Was writing a test at the Engineering Basement from 17h00 – 18h00.  It took me time 
to get back to the hostel from there.  As a result, I was late for supper. I tried to 
explain, but the Matron did not want to understand.  I just had to go to my room and 
sleep on an empty stomach. 
23 August 
Was with my cousins at the Mall.   Hey, people stared at me that I could feel their 
eyes on me all the time. 
25 August  
Went to the Orthopaedic Center at Snyman Circle.  I could not get a taxi there so I 
decided to push myself until at the Mall.  A very friendly guy stopped and assisted me 
until at the Polytech.  This was a very surprising experience to me. 
27 August 
Was at Nedbank Main Branch.  I did not have to line up.  These are some of the 
advantages of [being in] a wheel chair.  I wish some of these strategies were applied 
as regulations on campus, especially with meals. 
30 August 
There was a wedding of a close relative in the north. My aunt did not want me to 
attend, claiming it will be difficult for me to get a place to sleep there.  That was 
disgusting!  Where is everybody else going to sleep?  Even your own family can 
stigmatize.  What more would you expect from people on campus? 
    End of Case 5 Diary 
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Appendix 11: Some consent responses 
 
I Prof. Shahin Azadeh hereby give consent to Ms C.K. Haihambo to use 
my name 
in her dissertation on Challenges of  
Students with disabilities in Higher Education Institutions in 
Namibia. 
 
 
Dear Ms Cynthy, 
 
Thank you for your elaborate and very, very clear email.  I just 
would like 
to say I have been humbled to know and hear about that feedback which 
you 
got from the student/s about us.  I just gave a short thanks giving 
prayer 
to God almighty not to say "we have arrived" yet but as His "work in 
progress" material, one day we may become vessels which are complete 
and 
useful in all aspects. I acknowledge that I am lacking in many ways 
and yet 
I am still humbled by your email.  
 
Go ahead and use all the information you would like to as long as it 
makes 
you accomplish the goal for which you are in Finland.  Indeed I would 
like 
to have a reading possible of the whole document you are writing and 
not 
just where my name is. May you remain well and please continue 
praying for 
our country and yourself. 
 
 
I, Tariro Tia Chata - Lecturer in the department of Accounting, 
Auditing and 
Income tax hereby give consent to C. K. Haihambo to use my name in 
her 
dissertation on Challenges of Students with Disabilities in Higher 
Education 
Institutions in Namibia. 
 
 
Cheers and be blessed  
Tia  
+264 61 2063985 0r 081 255 4839 
Email: tchataa@yahoo.com 
 
 
 
  

http://mail.webmail.co.za/src/compose.php?send_to=tchataa%40yahoo.com�
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Dear Cynthy, 
 
I'll gladly adhere to your request. I also will be very happy if you 
could provide 
me with a copy of the quote as your referred to.  
 
I, A.Minnie, Teacher Educator in Human Movement Education at the 
Windhoek College of 
Education, hereby give consent to C. K. Haihambo to use my name in 
her 
dissertation on Challenges of Students with Disabilities in Higher 
Education Institutions in Namibia. 
 
With regards, 
 
Miss A. Minnie 
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Appendix 12: Theoretical underpinnings and implications for implementation 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Various Models/ Theories and their 
Implications for implementation

Eco-sytemic model (bronfenbrenner)

Family Institutions

Micro-system

Meso-system

Macro-sytem

Exo-system

Chrono-systes

Communities and Societies

Models used in understanding disability 
issues

Charity-discourse

Persons with disabilities were struck by 
disaster and need to be pitied. - Do your 

religious duty and feel sorry for them.

Social-discourse

Societies create problems for persons with 
disabilities by discriminating by way of 

negative attitutdes and lack of provisions.  
Change the society to embrace.

Affirmation-discoures

Persons with disabilities claim their global 
citizenship without wanting to  be "healed" 

from their disabilities - Provide space for 
persons with disabilities without wanting to 

change them.

Medical-discoures

Disability is a medical condition that 
requires medical interventions.  Find a 

medical cure.

Traditional-discoures

Disability results from curses, sins and other 
forms of disobedience to God and 

ancestors -Rectify the behaviour that 
brought the disability.
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Recommendations 

 
 
 

  

Discuss and reach 
consensus about inclusive 

education.

Develop policies and 
improve structures to 
support students with 

disabilities.

Address attitudinal, 
physical, emotional and 

psycho-social bariers.

Appoint a disability 
facilitatora in institutions 

of higher education.

Run continuous 
sensitization campaingns 
on inclusive education.  
Include students with 

disabilities in these 
campaings.
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Appendix 13: Language editing of the dissertation 
 
 
UNIVERSITY OF NAMIBIA 
Private Bag 13301, 340 Mandume Ndemufayo Ave., Pioneerspark, 
Windhoek, Namibia 
 
UNIVERSITY CENTRAL CONSULTANCY BUREAU  
Tel: +264 61 206 3344 Fax: +264 61 206 3929  
Email: dashton@unam.na 
 

20 Nov 2009 

 

Dr. A.H. Hugo 

Department of Teacher Education 

UNISA 

 

RE:  Editing of Dissertation 

 

Dear Dr. Hugo, 

It was my privilege to edit the dissertation of Ms. C.K. Haihambo regarding 

inclusive education at tertiary institutions in Namibia.  It is an exemplary piece of 

original research and I know that you must be proud to be her supervisor.   

 

Please let me know if I can be of any assistance, especially if you have the need 

for an external examiner in the future. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

Prof. Diane Ashton 

Senior Consultant, Head of Quality Control 

University Central Consultancy Bureau 

University of Namibia 

  

mailto:dashton@unam.na�
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Appendix 14: Layout editing of the dissertation 
 
 
UNIVERSITY OF NAMIBIA 
Private Bag 13301, 340 Mandume Ndemufayo Ave., Pioneerspark, Windhoek, Namibia 
Tel: +264-61-206 3081      Fax: +264 61 206 3704    Cell: 0811495051    Email: dnathinge@unam.na 

 
 

30 November 2009 

 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 

 

RE:  LAYOUT EDITING OF DISSERTATION 

 

This is to confirm that I did the layout editing of the dissertation for Ms. C.K. 

Haihambo-Ya Otto regarding inclusive education at tertiary institutions in Namibia.   

 

Kind regards, 

 

David LII Nathinge 
Accountant: Assets and Stores 
Finance Department 
University of Namibia 
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