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to them. Two institutions also asked for help from the SRC (Student Representative Council), 
which had been involved in reaching disabled students through various activities on campus. 
These strategies show that some institutions did attempt to provide accurate statistics about 
their disabled student population, and they also show that to do so they had to go beyond 
using the data to be found in their formal information systems. 

Table 12 shows the institutions’ responses to question C2, about the source of their informa-
tion, and shows that a number of them used more than one source. Most institutions acquired 
the information by asking in their admissions form whether the student had a disability and 
by tracking the number of students who had asked existing support services on campus for 
help. 

Table 12: Source of information about the number of students with disabilities in the institution

Source of information No. %

Admissions form asks students whether they have a disability 14 58%

Admissions form asks students whether they will require any support 
from the institution associated with a disability

5 21%

Information collected from tracking number of students who have 
sought assistance from support systems on campus

13 54%

Other 
5 21%

Rethinking effective information gathering

The profiles of the disabled students enrolled at the 22 institutions that responded to this 
section of the questionnaire were incomplete: some of the information required could not be 
provided, and some that was provided was unreliable and possibly not accurate. This points 
to a very serious problem with data gathering in higher education. Although the problem is 
not limited to disability, it is particularly visible in this field. Most institutions collect data 
about disability through their admission and registration forms, and those with functioning 
support programmes for students with disabilities can also gather data from the students 
these cater for. Through the interviews it was possible to identify three problems with the 
gathering of data on disability.

First, it was pointed out that although admission forms may request information about 
disability from applicants the responses given are not necessarily included in the overall data 
management system of the institution, so it cannot be easily retrieved and used. One senior 
manager explained the problems he experienced when he attempted to obtain this data from 
his institution:
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I asked two very simple questions: I just wanted, by programme and by campus, the 
stats on students with disabilities… I must be upfront, that has caused quite a storm of 
protest. (Interview with responsible person, HDI)

Another respondent said:

When I had to fill in that questionnaire of yours I had a major problem just getting 
statistics from our [department]. They could not tell me how many students we had on 
campus. Apparently it is somewhere on our application form on the registration form 
but they did not feed it onto the computer, so they could not tell me. (Interview with 
responsible person, HDI)

Respondents emphasised that some of the problems of collecting and managing this kind of 
data are not peculiar to information about students with disabilities but rather reflective of 
institutions’ more general lack of capacity to develop and maintain accurate and reliable 
information systems. 

Second, students are reluctant to declare their disability on the registration form for fear of 
being discriminated against, victimised and stigmatised. The following responses from 
interviewees highlight this problem:

We realised that there must be more students, there could not only be 17. Out of the 
students who came forward with their disability, we asked perhaps one or two of them if 
they knew of other students with disabilities and they said that there were many students 
but students don’t want to be labelled. (Interview with responsible person, HAI)

Students value places at institutions like ours. They do not want to indicate their 
disabilities on any official forms, because there is a certain amount of branding that goes 
with it, that is my own personal point of view… From the person him or herself, they 
are reluctant to disclose this, because it might seem that they are looking for special 
treatment or pity, so there is the psychological part of it. (Interview with responsible 
person, HDI)

Third, there is a problem with the type of data collected and its use. A number of the 
respondents emphasised that requesting potential applicants to indicate on the application 
form only whether they have a disability or not is problematic in a number of ways. Besides 
the potential for raising fears about labelling, discussed above, it does not provide the 
necessary information about what kind of support a student may need. In institutions where 
there is a disability unit or programme the staff are able to follow up on applicants to 
determine their support needs. However, this is not the case with all institutions. One 
respondent explained that the emphasis should be on determining the kind of additional 
support that a student may require from the institution. It was argued that if the emphasis is 
on needs rather than on disability, then a student might feel more willing to provide 
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information about disability on the application form. Some institutions said they were trying 
to move towards this kind of approach; for example, asking an applicant to indicate whether 
he or she would require any form of support from the disability unit or programme on 
campus. Although the shift may be subtle, introducing the notion of support would imply a 
willingness on the part of the institution to consider the learning needs of the student and 
not merely a desire to know whether they are disabled or not. 

Another respondent added that having reliable data on disabled students’ enrolments does 
not provide insight into the progress an institution is making towards addressing some of the 
barriers to participation that have been highlighted in this study, such as how accessible the 
institution’s buildings are for disabled students and how aware the academic staff are of the 
needs of disabled students in their classes. These matters constitute necessary data in any 
serious attempt at monitoring equity of access for disabled students.  

One of the interviewees said there was a tension between the information that was collected 
for reporting to the Department of Education and the information that was needed for ‘critical 
issues’ (Interview with responsible person, HAI). It was suggested that, as an alternative, 
institutions should be involved in data collection which would inform the provision of 
effective support for students with disabilities and be the basis for effective monitoring of 
progress towards meeting the goal of equity. The concerns described above are perhaps best 
captured in the following quotation from one interview:

I have no problem in collecting statistics of students who need support and specific 
kinds of disabilities. It’s an operational requirement. But the kinds of statistics that 
people are looking for is more about politics and are so easily manipulated that they are 
a joke. They say nothing, unless they are properly researched, which will give you some 
kind of indicator around adherence to policy. I could tell you we have 500 students with 
disabilities – what would you know? We could have genuine registrations, we could have 
someone who has a slight heart defect – if I went out and looked for them I will find 
them, no question… should someone see the need. I think they should put together a 
programme of data collection that is sound, which actually researches all these issues, 
and make sure that they come up with accurate data. We certainly have been asked by 
the DoE on many occasions now for disability statistics. I simply refuse to give them. I 
will give them the number of registrations, but I don’t stand by that as the number for 
all of these reasons. (Interview with responsible person, HAI)

Despite the technical and attitudinal problems with data collection, this study has found that 
some institutions have initiated research projects aimed at developing a more holistic and 
informed perspective on these issues. Unfortunately it was not possible within the scope of 
this project to explore these initiatives in more depth. 
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CURRICULUM RESPONSIVENESS AND THE ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENT 

A fundamental point made in White Paper 6 is that equity for disabled students means full 
participation in the process of teaching and learning. The curriculum is thus a substantial 
element in their struggle for equity of access. Here ‘curriculum’ is understood to include the 
content of the learning programme, the language and medium of learning and teaching, the 
management and organisation of classrooms, the teaching style and pace, the time frames for 
completion of courses, the materials and equipment that are available (and used), and the 
assessment methods and techniques employed (DoE, 2001a:32). Thus understood, it can 
either act as a major barrier to effective participation or have a facilitating role if it actually 
responds to the diversity of students’ learning needs. Two elements are of prime importance 
for achieving curriculum responsiveness to learning needs: the nature and quality of the 
teaching, i.e. the teachers and their training, and, intimately related to this, the flexibility of 
the teaching environment.  

Working with academics

It has been asserted earlier in this report that despite important mechanisms for quality 
assurance and the monitoring of teaching and learning practices in institutions, teaching in 
higher education still remains a largely individualistic process. The extent to which teaching 
and learning programmes are accessible to all students and sufficiently responsive to their 
diverse learning needs depends on the individual academic in the classroom.  

Recognising the critical and central role that academics play in creating equity for students 
with disabilities, the questionnaire attempted to explore whether and how disability 
programmes are working with academics, and this issue was followed up during the 
interviews. Institutions were asked in the questionnaire to indicate whether they undertook 
any work with academics that was aimed at helping them meet the learning needs of students 
with disabilities in their classrooms. Of the 23 institutions that responded to this question, 15 
said they did work with academics.  

The eight institutions that said they did not undertake any work with academics cited as the 
main reason for this the lack of human and financial resources. One institution said the 
number of students with disabilities did not warrant such work, and another said there was 
insufficient support from the management of the institution. Two institutions noted the 
resistance of academics themselves as a reason not to do work in this area, and one 
acknowledged that it was just not seen as a priority. 

The interviews made it clear that the attitude of some academics was a more serious barrier 
than had been captured in the questionnaire. However, examples were also cited of some 
academics’ great interest  in and commitment to disabled students. These examples showed 
that where individual academics had gone beyond the call of duty to support and 
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accommodate students with disabilities in their classrooms the teaching and learning 
experience for these students had been substantially better. 

Most respondents believed academics’ negative attitudes and refusal to accommodate a disabled 
student in their classroom often stemmed from fear and lack of awareness. However, some said 
that, in their opinion, some academics displayed behaviour and attitudes that could be regarded 
as prejudice against disabled people. The following quotations show how some of the 
interviewees perceived academics’ attitudes:

We are having a problem with academics with this person who is just about blind and 
I suppose you can say it is an attitude problem, it does come down to that, but in many 
respects it is just that they haven’t thought about what is happening… But it is this kind 
of mindset that you have to try and change. It is really very difficult. (Interview with 
responsible person, HAI)

Lecturers are a problem up to a certain point. There are those who would go all out to 
help me to support students, there are those that feel that I am encroaching onto their 
territory and they don’t take instructions from me, they don’t report to me so to speak… 
So there are lecturers that I approach, some will take it as a positive comment, but some 
will say that they are not prepared or they just treat the blind students like all the other 
students, they need to attend the class whether the style of teaching is proper or not. 
You know, they feel intimidated when I approach them. (Interview with responsible 
person, HDI)

We have academics who refuse to, for instance, read overheads if they have blind 
students in their class, or refuse to change venues if they have someone who is unable 
to access their venue, because they have always gone to the venue right next to their 
office and why now must they walk across campus to be accessible – that sort of thing. 
So you do get that, but we tend to dispense with those issues much faster than before. 
(Interview with responsible person, HAI)

The staff have a fairly high exposure to all forms of disability. I feel that they would be 
very open to ways of addressing that… Whether they are capable of adapting teaching 
methodologies is a different matter. (Interview with responsible person, HDI)

While the issue of the cost of training academics, mentioned in Section E of the questionnaire, 
cannot be dismissed, some institutions seem to be appropriately solving the problem by 
integrating disability issues into mainstream staff development initiatives. The most common 
approach to these is to introduce the topics of diversity and teaching students with disabilities 
into staff induction or orientation programmes. One respondent said: 

With us they call it the Education Innovation Group and all the new lecturers are trained 
there in terms of different aspects, e.g. how to lecture, how to do test writing, all the 
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regulations and now we have a foot in that to say how do you deal with a disabled student 
in your class. That is wonderful. It is done twice a year and I think it is a very nice podium 
for us to make people aware of that. (Interview with responsible person, HAI)

As one respondent pointed out, raising awareness among academics in this way does not 
have to be a highly technical process – the important thing is to alert them to the fact that 
they may have disabled students in their classrooms and get them to start thinking through 
issues of flexibility in their teaching approaches (Interview with responsible person, HAI). 
This respondent went on to explain that their work with academics mainly involved 
introducing them to the social model of disability, its history, and the new policy framework 
now in place. A few institutions also run workshops with academics on supporting students 
with disabilities and undertake specific work with academics to develop more accessible 
teaching and learning materials. In all the cases where institutions were involved in some 
way with academics the respondents cited this work as extremely valuable. They said it 
provided people with information that countered their fears or potential fears and it raised 
awareness that had a ripple effect throughout the institution.  

Flexibility in the teaching and learning environment

Despite some instances of issues of diversity and disability being included in staff development 
for academics, there nevertheless seems to be a lack of the substantial engagement with the 
academic community that would bring to their attention the centrality of the teaching and 
learning process for disabled students’ chances of success. However, working  with academics 
is a complex issue. A range of factors, some of them an integral part of the nature and 
functioning of the academic environment, contribute to the complexity of the challenge 
experienced by most institutions.  

This challenge is due largely to the constraints in the academic environment that make it 
difficult to apply more flexible teaching and learning strategies. Throughout this study 
respondents mentioned the way these constraints limit disabled students’ participation in the 
teaching and learning process and thus their chances of success. While such constraints were 
repeatedly alluded to by the respondents, and discussed in various ways in relation to various 
topics, they are also the least obvious and thus the most difficult to address. Some of the 
most significant ones are practices and attitudes that tend to dominate teaching and learning 
in higher education and which directly or indirectly disadvantage disabled students. 

As with other issues discussed in this report, where institutions are addressing these 
challenges there are examples of exceptional dedication and innovation, and a deepened 
understanding of what is needed to transform institutions so that they will be better able to 
meet the learning needs of disabled students. 
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When it came to discussing how to implement strategies for achieving flexibility in teaching 
and learning, most interviewees said these strategies are often perceived as likely to 
compromise the quality of the academic programmes. As one respondent put it, ‘flexibility 
is seen to be about dropping of standards’ (Interview with responsible person, HAI). It was 
also argued that academic staff who may be particularly inflexible and fail to make any 
attempt to accommodate disabled students go unchallenged because of their seniority in the 
institution and their perceived value to the academic environment. One of the respondents 
provided the following example:

It was based on issues of safety, issues of someone working in the lab etc., but the 
language that was used in the interviews plainly betrayed the lecturer’s true [feelings] 
and in fact in front of the Head of Department, I mean it was plain to everyone, 
including the HoD in that instance, that this person was in fact just plainly bigoted. A 
very uncomfortable and embarrassing situation for the department as well… The added 
embarrassment was I think that this person has a fairly senior position within the 
university structure. It wasn’t a junior person by any means. One hears excuses on the 
part of the university community, sort of senior staff, around how someone has academic 
excellence; someone has an incredible record – one has to put up with the eccentricities 
of some specialists, because it is in our interest to have them on our books. Those kinds 
of arguments are put forward, but you take them with a pinch of salt. To me it is 
inexcusable. (Interview with responsible person, HAI) 

It was also mentioned that management and coordination issues about teaching and learning, 
such as when tutorials take place, where lectures are held, what are regarded as the core 
courses or modules in a programme and how courses are assessed, are practices that have 
developed historically and are now ‘set in stone’ (Interview with responsible person, HAI). 
One respondent explained the problems they experienced: 

So where courses have to be altered or components of courses have to be changed, it 
is a massive challenge for the university in terms of deciding whether that is a core 
component of the course or whether it is marginal, whether a course is dramatically 
affected by the change in the curriculum and so on. Pitching that sort of flexibility is 
very hard for academics. They don’t exclude anything from their course, and so it is a 
very careful negotiation where this happens, to make sure that happens properly. 
(Interview with responsible person, HDI) 

Many of the examples cited during the interviews showed how lack of flexibility disadvantaged 
disabled students, often in ways that were not obvious to the lecturer or the institution. 
Obviously, flexibility must be considered in relation to what is reasonably possible for the 
institution, and academic standards must be maintained. However, examples found during 
this study where disabled students were effectively accommodated despite initial concerns 
point to flexibility as the central factor that changed the status quo. The following examples 
illustrate this point:
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We have a student this year who came in last year, extremely bright student, blind, came 
in last year and registered to do a BCom degree, he passed all his first year courses, very 
bright, very focused and determined student, passed and at the end of the year said I 
don’t enjoy doing BCom, I don’t want to do this, I would rather study Music. So 
everybody says, oh boy, music, blind, we have never done this before, we don’t know 
if we can, because music is not about singing and clapping, it’s about reading and 
writing and composing and playing an instrument. So anyway I said I will go ahead and 
make the application and see what happens. The Music department said they don’t 
know if they could do it and we said let’s try, lets give him the opportunity and we will 
see how we can support you with this. So he registered for the degree in music and our 
maths tutor fortunately has some primary school music and still remembers notes and 
scales and all of that and said I will try and help him so let’s see what we can do. We 
made contact with the lady from Worcester at the School for the Blind and we said now 
let’s try and all work together with helping the student. So you see, it’s not something 
that you do alone – you look for support all over, very collaborative. So we all clubbed 
together and we helped the student, and it’s a learning experience for everybody. The 
student excels like you cannot believe, no test or exam so far has he received less than 
90 percent. He tops his class. (Interview with responsible person, HAI) 

An HoD [Head of Department] approached me two weeks ago. He was asked by his 
Dean to speak to me. They have got a student who has only an arm up to the elbow; 
this is his right arm. He taught himself to write with his left hand. When it comes to the 
issue of placing him and the employer to do the experiential learning, the employer says 
we can’t accept this student, because we have in the workplace safety regulations etc. I 
countered that by referring the HoD to the website of the Association of Foot and Mouth 
Painters, because the argument was that this person would not be able to do the 
drawings, because you would need to use both hands; not the CAD CAM, but to do a 
drawing on the drawing board, at the firm in which he was going to be placed. I asked 
him to do that and come back to see me. He saw that people painted with their mouths 
and feet. I told him that there could be innovative ways in which this person could 
actually overcome that. Thus if you give him a CAM CAD programme on the computer, 
he can do it, because then he uses just the one hand. It is a drafting firm and they said 
they needed him to use both hands. So what I am saying is that if you put it lower down 
on the floor, he can use his foot to hold the ruler and draw lines, or something of that 
nature. It sounds extreme, but he is actually taking it and running with it and he is trying 
to see if he can find someone who would accept this. In the meantime the student is 
practising. He actually said that he never actually thought of using his feet or his mouth 
– his mouth to hold the ruler or pencil and his good hand to use the ruler or set square 
and then use his mouth to draw the line. (Interview with responsible person, HDI)

We have another student that has very severe physical disabilities – artificial legs, limbs 
are underdeveloped – and manages to use an elbow and one finger to type and he has a 
wheelchair now… and he wants to do Fine Arts. He paints with his mouth. Who are we 
to stop him…? If he cannot cope by the end of the first year then we will tell him that it’s 
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not working out and we can redirect. We gave him the chance, and after the June exam 
I sent the lecturer an e-mail asking how he was doing… the e-mail comes back glowing, 
he has done so well. One of the core courses there is sculpting, and they were worried 
about that – what happens in second and third year level. So we said let’s try and work 
around it. What does the student want to specialise in? He does not want to specialise in 
sculpting, he wants to specialise in painting, so why make sculpting the issue? Why use 
that to deprive him of the opportunity? Okay, at first year level he had to do sculpting and 
he had to work with mud and that was fine, he managed to do that somehow or the other 
and he got a friend to help him. Can they not do the same for second and third year level, 
seeing that that is not an area that he is going to specialise in? The department then needs 
to make a compromise here. You know that is not what he is going to major in. Instead 
of using wood sculpture, let’s restrict him to the mud, and they said that they were fine 
with that, because we will be evaluating him on his painting. So they managed to come 
up with that compromise. We kept a record of his progress so far to make sure that he is 
coping, because we told him that we will give him the opportunity for this year, but if by 
the end of the year we find that you are not coping then you will allow us to redirect you, 
and he said ‘Fine’. (Interview with responsible person, HAI)

MANAGEMENT AND LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES

The huge battle is getting senior management to realise the importance of accepting all 
students, for as long as senior managers are not going to believe that there is a place in 
their institutions for people with disabilities, nothing is going to happen. (Interview with 
responsible person, HAI) 

Management is the one that plays an important role based on the experiences I have 
had at [name of institution]. (Interview with responsible person, HDI)  

With our senior management it is more a lack of awareness. (Interview with responsible 
person, HDI)

Although in answering question H1 only three institutions chose ‘lack of support from senior 
management in the institution’ as the most significant constraint on providing disabled 
students with effective teaching and learning support, the interviews suggested that senior 
management have a fundamental role to play in supporting this work. Senior management 
attitudes were described on the one hand as a ‘huge battle’ to deal with, and on the other 
as a factor central to the progress that had been made.

Some of the respondents noted that support for their endeavours by the vice-chancellor or a 
deputy vice-chancellor had been one of the most important factors that had enabled them to 
bring about the necessary changes. Examples of valuable support from senior management 
included:
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• helping the responsible person access necessary funding within and outside the 
institution. 

• building a culture of tolerance within the institution which emphasised the importance of 
respecting diversity within the student body. 

• recognising the teaching and learning needs of disabled students as a necessary and 
integral part of the institution’s functioning. 

• putting in place flexible management practices that allowed for disability issues to be 
recognised as involving a range of key stakeholders within and outside the institution; 

• ensuring that the responsible person was given sufficient authority within the institution 
to leverage change and be taken seriously; and

• personally intervening when problems arose. 

One respondent, who emphasised the central role her vice-chancellor had played in 
supporting her initial attempts to set up some kind of support system for students with 
disabilities, explained that the vice-chancellor’s garage had been the first physical ‘home’ for 
the programme – perhaps a less traditional form of support, but equally valuable. It is 
important to note that these examples, which highlight the qualities of supportive leadership, 
were mentioned by both historically disadvantaged and advantaged institutions. 

However, resistance or lack of support by senior management is also common in some 
institutions. It seems to have three manifestations. Firstly, some senior managers do not see 
a place in higher education for disabled students. In one case, referred to in an interview, 
this approach turned into anger over the admission of a disabled student: 

People are not happy that I challenged the idea of them not accommodating blind 
students [and] all I know is that the DVC was less interested. He was fuming when he 
was told that we had a blind student and we needed extra materials and so on, why did 
we bite off more that we could chew, that was the answer that we got. So I don’t know 
how aware management is… I don’t think that they are aware, because if they were, they 
were supposed to jump at the idea, they were supposed to support me right through, 
they were supposed to actually understand. (Interview with responsible person, HDI)

Secondly, some senior managers fail, or refuse, to take responsibility for disabled students 
accepted into the institution. This is what happened at an institution that admitted a disabled 
student ‘by mistake’:

[The student] said he phoned [name of institution] and said that he wanted to register with 
them and told them that he was blind and somebody on the phone told him he could 
come to [name of institution]…  So he went to our campus and when he was here he 
explained and said he phoned and was told he could come, and he filled in the form and 
they made the mistake of taking the R100. When he came back to register they wanted to 
say we cannot accommodate you, and then I jumped and said but your application form 
required them to explain the nature of their disability and when you took R100 up till 
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today, you needed to have done something because you promised the student and that is 
where I took the initiative of saying I would coordinate everything, but I don’t think I get 
the support that I deserve. This should have been our first priority since basically the 
student is our main client and he was supposed to have been treated like all other 
students… but then we are not doing that, one is struggling to try and do that. (Interview 
with responsible person, HDI)               

The experiences of some of the respondents also revealed a substantial lack of support and 
flexibility at other levels within the institution for any initiatives to address disabled students’ 
learning needs – a lack of personal, practical and administrative support, coupled with 
inflexibility. One interviewee explained that to help a blind student he had managed to 
secure an old computer from the library and raise money for software that reads the text for 
a blind person. However, once a new librarian was employed at the institution the computer 
was taken back, with no alternative provision being made. He said: 

They took the computer in June. Up until today they don’t know what the blind student 
is using and they have not asked and it’s very disappointing that they don’t give me the 
support that I want. (Interview with responsible person, HDI)  

Another respondent explained that on her own initiative she had contacted a non-
governmental organisation (NGO) for help in putting a blind student’s notes on to a cassette 
tape for him to listen to. The NGO offers this service at a minimal charge.  In the first year 
of the student’s registration at the institution this respondent had been forced to pay for this 
material out of her own pocket. However, although in the second year she was intent on 
ensuring that the institution took responsibility for this, she reported in the interview:

There are cassettes at the [name of NGO] which I expected the university to pay for and 
I made a requisition and they have not yet paid for them and we are already in the 
second month of the second term, which is a problem for me. (Interview with responsible 
person, HDI)

There is no doubt that higher education institutions, especially historically disadvantaged 
ones, face enormous resource constraints that create real challenges for them. However, the 
differing approaches of senior managers across the institutions participating in this study 
show that institutional leadership is a critical leverage mechanism for change in this area and 
that effective change can happen despite these resource constraints. And despite the 
historically advantaged institutions’ better financial position the attitudes and commitment of 
their management also differ from institution to institution. The examples presented above 
show that at some institutions where there are valuable and visionary initiatives, showing 
exceptional commitment and dedication, senior management’s support nevertheless remains, 
at best, very limited. 
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The study revealed one very important example of innovative leadership in addressing 
disabled students’ needs – the introduction of what might be called the stakeholder paradigm. 
This means implementing collaborative strategies and processes for addressing the needs of 
disabled students, including the direct and supported involvement of key role players both 
within and outside the institution. 

A number of the institutions that participated in the study have a forum or group which is 
either temporarily or permanently involved in addressing disability issues on campus. These 
take various forms, but the most effective appear to be those made up of individuals 
representing various structures on the campus which are considered important for ensuring 
effective teaching and learning provision for disabled students and for combating discrimination 
against them in the institution. In discussing these structures with the respondents it became 
clear that three important factors influence their effectiveness. 

First, the levels of seniority and the institutional location of the people involved affects the 
ability of such forums to leverage necessary changes and harness institutional support. It was 
argued that the more senior the representatives the better, as it was more likely that these 
individuals would then take personal responsibility for implementing decisions. One 
respondent explained this as follows:

He taught me about the ‘hinges of power’. One has to locate the hinges of power if one 
wants to get things done. And that is very much the case. (Interview with responsible 
person, HAI) 

Some examples the respondents mentioned of suitable people were deans, who ensure 
decisions are applied in each of the institution’s faculties, people in strategic positions such 
as institutional planners and registrars, and heads of those departments responsible for 
matters such as physical planning and security. Second, it was emphasised by one of the 
respondents that the presence of personnel from divisions directly responsible for academic 
support, such as academic development units, was essential so that the needs of disabled 
students would become part of broader institutional planning. And third, and perhaps most 
critically, it was emphasised that disabled students themselves need to be involved in a 
representative capacity in these structures. In three institutions the imperative for disabled 
student representation was linked to the broader principle of student representation and 
initiatives had been started with the SRC to ensure disabled student participation in student 
organisation more broadly. In fact, some institutions emphasised the critical role of the SRC 
in reaching out to disabled students on the campus.

It was emphasised in Chapter 1 that a weakness of this study has been the absence of the 
voices of disabled students themselves. During the research process the researchers were 
made aware of a number of initiatives that had attempted or were attempting in some way 
to facilitate greater organisation among disabled students. Without speaking to the students 
themselves or accessing key student structures it was difficult to get a clear picture of the 
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degree to which disabled students are involved in student organisation on campus, especially 
in the SRCs, and the extent to which present student structures are addressing disability 
issues. This remains a critical area for further investigation. 

Disabled student representation must be considered in the context of the broader principle 
of ‘self-representation’ among disabled people. Some of the institutions surveyed appear to 
have taken this principle further by linking or working with structures in their province or 
local area which can broadly be described as representing the disability sector in South 
Africa. These include the various Offices on the Status of Disabled Persons (OSDPs), which 
mainly exist as ‘desks’ in each of the Premier’s offices, and organisations of disabled people 
such as Disabled People South Africa (DPSA), Deaf Federation of South Africa (DEAFSA) and 
other organisations within the South African Federal Council on Disability (SAFCD). The 
initiative by some institutions to link with and work in partnership with these organisations 
is an innovative and important development within the sector. 

THE OPPORTUNITIES FOR AND LIMITATIONS OF REGIONAL COLLABORATION 

As pointed out in Chapter 1, White Paper 6 refers to the principle of regional collaboration 
to organise and provide teaching and learning support services for students with disabilities, 
especially the more cost-intensive services, and makes specific mention of the support 
needed by blind and deaf students (DoE, 2001a:42). It was also pointed out that although 
regional collaboration is specified as the guiding principle in this area, further clarity on how 
the principle can be put into practice has not yet been developed in the sector. Interviewees 
were asked to comment on this principle and suggest how it could best be applied in their 
context. In general it was acknowledged that regional collaboration is an important principle 
that could be valuable in meeting the needs of disabled students throughout the system, and 
some respondents emphasised that it would provide opportunities for achieving greater 
equity across the system and redressing past inequalities. 

However, two broad areas of concern emerged from the discussion. The first was the notion 
of a ‘full-service’ higher education institution. This concept and the concerns about its 
application in higher education are explained below. The second was the practical challenge 
of regional collaboration. Some of the concerns about this arise directly from existing 
attempts within the sector to work with other institutions. 

Challenging the ‘full-service’ concept in higher education

In White Paper 6, provision has been made at the schooling level to put in place an 
incremental strategy aimed at converting or developing the capacity of a sample of mainstream 
schools into what the document calls ‘full-service’ schools. It is argued that this is essentially 
a piloting process aimed at developing this sample of schools into ones that are able to meet 
the full range of learning needs – fully inclusive and able to provide quality education for all 
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learners. The lessons learnt from this process will then be evaluated and used to guide the 
system-wide application of an inclusive education and training system (DoE, 2001a:4).

There is some concern that the same strategy will be applied to the higher education system. 
In other words, the principle of regional collaboration referred to above would be put into 
practice by developing similar ‘full-service’ institutions at the higher education level. It is 
difficult, from the wording of White Paper 6 and the specific provisions that are made for 
higher education, to know whether the ‘full-service’ notion will be applied to higher 
education. Only in two sections of the White Paper (the Executive Summary and Chapter 1, 
which outlines what an inclusive education and training system is seen to be) is reference 
made to the inclusion of higher education institutions as educational institutions that will be 
designated and established as ‘full-service’ ones (DoE, 2001a:8, 26).

In the interviews a number of the respondents said they would be very concerned if the 
principle of regional collaboration was applied to the higher education band in a way which 
meant that some institutions would be designated as those that would be supported by the 
government to become institutions able to support disabled students. The two most important 
concerns raised were that disabled students would be further stigmatised and marginalised 
through such a process and that it would effectively restrict their choice of where to study. 
This choice would be more restricted than that of other students, because their disability 
would influence where they were able to go, which, as one respondent emphasised, would 
contradict the principle of non-discrimination on the basis of disability. The following 
quotations highlight these concerns:

But just coming to regional collaboration, the collaboration is a superb idea, if it is on a 
collaborative partnership basis. If what they are trying to say is that they want to create 
like the special schools like in the schooling systems, I am totally opposed to it, because 
that does not solve your access problems. All that will happen is that those people from 
the rural areas that we serve, it will become too much of a problem for them to go to a 
special university or institution that has got everything. It doesn’t matter how much of 
an infrastructure you pump into that, to serve society, and this is the sociologist in me 
saying this, it would be far better to build a regional support structure, so that you don’t 
go and reinvent the wheel, you go and borrow the wheel from [name of institution]. 
When you finish you return it, but you still accept students based on their needs. The 
student made the choice to study and this is a student that is confined to a wheelchair, 
you mustn’t tell him that there is a special school for wheelchair students, you must go 
to [name of institution]. I disagree with that totally, otherwise you stigmatise it and you 
dogmatise it as well. Like the schooling system… then you are going to start 
compartmentalising people and the whole sociological aspects come into it, on best fits 
and misfits and then I start having problems with prejudices and so on… because you 
get prejudice in all forms. Society should be working towards integrating these people 
into the broader society rather than compartmentalising them. So this is why I feel very 
strongly that the regional collaboration should be more of a partnership where you share 
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resources and expertise with one another so that there isn’t duplication. (Interview with 
responsible person, HDI)

As a student it is my constitutional right to decide where I want to go and study. 
(Interview with responsible person, HAI)

What about language barriers, someone who wants to go to [name of institution] and 
wants to learn through the Afrikaans medium and is being forced to come to [name of 
institution], it’s not fair. (Interview with responsible person, HAI) 

The practical challenges of regional collaboration

In general, most of the concerns raised by the interviewees about regional collaboration were 
about how it would work in practice. A number of institutions are already trying in various 
ways to collaborate with each other. Examples gathered from the research process range from 
establishing the needs of disabled students as a key focus area of an existing, formalised 
regional structure, to more informal information sharing, networking and, in many cases, 
collegial support and advice. Most of the respondents said they were in contact with 
colleagues working in the same area at other institutions. In some cases, especially where 
initiatives are fairly new, the respondents emphasised that they would not have achieved 
what they have without this support from other institutions. There are also some examples 
where one institution is sharing some of its resources or allowing them to be used by another 
institution. In these cases the emphasis is generally on assisting those institutions that have 
very few resources. Over the last few years there have also been a number of conferences 
and seminars organised by individual institutions or structures in the broader disability sector 
to address the participation of students with disabilities in higher education. 

The concerns raised by the respondents were based on some of these more informal 
experiences and related primarily to the possible implications of formalising the collaboration 
as a means of facilitating more effective provision across the system.  Although some of the 
interviewees commented specifically on the ‘full-service’ concept as discussed above, others 
commented in a more speculative way about various possibilities and what these might mean 
in practice. In general, respondents reflected on options that involved some form of sharing 
of the more cost-intensive resources across institutions. 

The first and perhaps most obvious concern raised by some of the respondents was the 
geographical location of the institutions. It was argued that in some regions the institutions 
are located too far apart for it to be practical to share resources amongst them. They 
emphasised that this was especially important where the resources are basic support for 
teaching and learning and need to be available to the students on a daily basis. 
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Some respondents also argued that there are differences between institutions that they felt 
could not be ignored when considering the possibilities for regional collaboration. They 
raised points ranging from differences in institutional culture to academic standards. A more 
practical example cited was the use of support materials such as textbooks. As one respondent 
put it: ‘Which text books would you Braille?’ (Interview with responsible person, HAI). 

Some of the respondents voiced concerns about the differences in the costs involved in 
supporting different disabilities. The most obvious example cited was the cost of providing 
sign language interpretation facilities. One respondent commented that if one institution 
provided a particular kind of support or service and shared it with other institutions in the 
region, this would place a greater cost burden on those institutions providing the more costly 
services. For example, the cost of Brailling support material is not substantial once the 
necessary equipment is in place, whereas the ongoing provision of sign language interpretation 
facilities effectively means the full-time employment of specialised staff with sufficient 
capacity to operate at the regional level. The respondent pointed out that there are substantial 
differences in the cost of these two kinds of service:

I don’t see it working at all, for very practical reasons. Firstly funding, because each 
disability costs differently. When it comes to deaf students, how do I lend services to 
other universities? I cannot. (Interview with responsible person, HAI)

All the respondents emphasised that no matter how the principle of regional collaboration 
is taken forward and put into practice, significant support from the Ministry would be 
necessary, including adequate funding to support institutions to develop the initiatives 
already started and create greater opportunities across the system. As one respondent 
emphasised, if existing provision was to be effectively regionalised, it would require 
support from the Ministry to make this happen (Interview with responsible person, 
HAI).
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This report has discussed the findings of a study commissioned by the CHE into equity of 
access and opportunities for students with disabilities in the South African public higher 
education system. It was intended as a first step towards gaining greater insight into an area 
of higher education where implementation of new policies, the legacy of apartheid and deep-
seated social and intellectual attitudes create a complex set of conditions for achieving equity 
of access as a transformation goal. 

The point of departure of this study was the belief that the conceptualisation of disability in 
the international and local literature and the incorporation of this into policy formulation 
needed to be read against the reality of higher education institutions’ varied experiences of 
supporting disabled students. 

Taking this into account, this study tried to describe the state of support for disabled students 
in higher education at two levels. Firstly, it set out to provide as comprehensive an overview 
as possible of current institutional practices and the size and profile of the disabled student 
population in South African public higher education institutions. Secondly, it focused on 
identifying the situations and practices internal and external to the higher education system 
that hinder the achievement of equity of access for disabled students, and examined the 
practices and strategies adopted by institutions that were successfully addressing the 
challenges posed by the admission of disabled students into higher education. 

The findings of this study highlight the way these institutional practices and history, 
conceptions of and attitudes to disabilities, and the socio-economic context of disability 
combined in a particular institutional set-up to generate a number of specific challenges for 
those who are responsible for developing and implementing support programmes. The most 
important findings can be grouped into four areas: the impact of history, the role of 
institutional differentiation, the flexibility of teaching and learning approaches, and the 
challenges of mainstreaming support for disabled students.

The historical legacy and its ongoing effect on access and participation

A number of the findings point to the ongoing effect of the legacy of apartheid on disabled 
students’ access to and participation in the public higher education system. This relates to the 
particular experience of disabled people in South Africa who were denied fundamental 
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socio-economic rights and offered an education system based on unequal provision. The 
study has stressed the way the schooling system restricted the life chances of disabled 
students, especially in accessing educational provision beyond the general education and 
training (schooling) phase. As has been pointed out in the previous chapters, this situation 
was also informed by concepts of disability that focused on  physical impairments as barriers 
to disabled people’s success in higher education. 

While access to basic educational provision has improved for disabled students over the last 
ten years, the study has shown that attitudinal barriers continue to exist, in both the schooling 
system and the higher education institutions. In the case of the schooling system, the refusal 
to see disabled students as higher education material is at the origin of disabled students’ lack 
of social and academic preparedness for life at higher education institutions. While addressing 
these issues goes beyond the responsibilities of higher education institutions, if the sector is 
to respond effectively to the equity imperatives for higher education, institutions will have to 
find strategic ways to address these ongoing inadequacies in the schooling system.

Resource disparities and more not always meaning best

The evidence collected in this study shows that what is currently available to respond to the 
teaching and learning needs of disabled students differs across the 24 participating institutions. 
It has been argued that levels of provision range from well-resourced programmes or units 
with relatively large staffs to one-person offices that struggle to provide support  to disabled 
students. These findings suggest that reducing the resource disparities between institutions is 
an important aspect of addressing these policy goals. But, having said this, the study has also 
argued that ‘more’ does not always mean ‘best’ and shown that some of the most innovative 
practices are those that arise from the most adverse circumstances. Thus while a picture has 
emerged of better resourced historically advantaged institutions, supported in some cases by 
high levels of commitment and engagement, there are also a number of these institutions 
where very limited provision exists or the present levels of provision have been put in place 
fairly recently. Similarly, while provision is also very limited in many of the historically 
disadvantaged institutions, there are a few where the level of services and strategies goes 
beyond what would be expected, given the overall resources of these institutions. 

Attention to the academic environment and the process of teaching and learning

Throughout this study findings have emerged which suggest that, although it is critical for 
creating equity for disabled students, the nature of the teaching and learning process in 
institutions and its associated parts are given insufficient attention, and despite some valuable 
interventions it remains the most difficult area to address. Some of the most obvious issues 
discussed in the study that support this finding include the limited work that is undertaken 
with academic staff, the lack of sustained and structured collaboration between disability 
units or programmes or personnel and other teaching and learning support systems, 
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especially academic development initiatives, the negative attitudes of some academics and 
their unwillingness to change teaching and learning practices which exclude disabled 
students, and ongoing assumptions about the perceived capabilities of disabled students in 
relation to specific courses and programme requirements. The study has shown that these 
barriers are reinforced where personnel responsible for facilitating teaching and learning 
support for disabled students lack the resources or the power within the institution to affect 
the kind of change that is needed. Conversely, where faculty becomes a focal point for 
change and disabled students’ needs are integrated into the teaching and learning process, 
this has significant impact on students’ success in the academic programmes. 
 

Isolation and lack of integration of disability issues and the needs of disabled students

The concerns noted above cannot be divorced from a more overarching issue that emerged 
from the study: the failure to integrate support for disabled students into core areas of the 
institution’s functioning. Although this tendency is evident from a number of the findings that 
emerged from the study, it is most evident in the concerns raised about the isolation of 
disability units or programmes and the perception that they become ‘dumping grounds’ for 
anything to do with disability in the institution. This tendency is also evident from the issues 
of collaboration within institutions, as noted above, and in less obvious ways such as 
institutional funding and the manner and degree of support institutional leadership offers to 
initiatives that address the needs of disabled students.  

It is important to recognise that such tendencies serve to reinforce the separation of the teaching 
and learning needs of disabled students from those of other students in the institution. In this 
way, disability issues do not become part of the processes of decision making and planning in 
the institution:; they remain a marginalised and separate issue rather than becoming an integral 
part of the institution’s functioning. In the long term this not only has implications for the 
recognition of disabled students as part of the student body but also ensures that key structures 
and personnel in institutions fail to take responsibility for an area of concern that should form 
part of their overall institutional responsibilities. It was explained to the vice-chancellors at the 
public higher education institutions that the exploration of what was currently taking place at 
institutions constituted a way of supporting the ongoing implementation of policy goals.

The findings point to critical barriers within and outside institutions that continue to restrict 
access to higher education for disabled students and undermine their ability to participate 
equally in the process of teaching and learning and thus have a fair chance of success. This 
suggests that despite some of the very important initiatives taking place, which as this report 
has shown are extremely important in addressing the needs of students with disabilities, 
substantial change still needs to happen if these students are to enjoy an equal place in the 
higher education system.  Part of this change must involve the continuation of the research 
process begun through this study. It has been a first step in a process which, by its very 
nature, must be ongoing. It is hoped that it will serve as a springboard for further research 
into the concerns raised in this study and into those areas it was unable to address. 
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