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Definition of Terms

Centralised: To concentrate by placing power and authority in the center or in a single

department at a university (Merriam-Webster, 2023).

Digital Environment: An encapsulation in an environment where a person uses digital devices
to engage over a communication network such as the internet within a certain context (IGl

Global, 2022).

Digital Literacies: The skills needed to acquire different forms of literacy, i.e., media or
information literacy using digital devices within a certain context that embodies norms and

practices (Belshaw, 2014; Littlejohn, Beetham & McGill, 2012).

Decentralised: This is the spreading of the responsibility of catering for students with

disability beyond the disability services department to the whole university (Mole, 2013).

Equitable Access: Availability and accessibility of equal opportunities irrespective of

differences in abilities of a person (McCowan, 2016; McCowan, 2004).

Expanded Core Curriculum: The knowledge and skills beyond the core curriculum needed by

student with VI to fully participate in school like their non-disabled peers (Opie, 2018).

Inclusive Education: Support for the presence, participation and achievement of all children
at school (Messiou, 2017).

Individualised: To adapt to the needs or special circumstances of an individual (Merriam-

Webster, 2023).

Information and Communication Technologies: The combination of data, software,
hardware devices and the communications that use them over a network between people
(Pratt, 2019).

Institutional: A significant practice, relationship, way of functioning of an established
organisation or corporation (Merriam-Webster, 2023).
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Universal Design for Learning: Refers to a framework that enhances teaching and learning
through multiple means adapted to different ways of learning (Centre for Applied Special
Technology [CAST], 2022)

Visual Impairment: The reduction or impairment of vision of a person that cannot be
corrected to a normal level either by eyeglasses, surgery or medication (Debrowski, 2021).
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Abstract

Students with Visual Impairment (VI) still experience barriers to education despite the right
to education stipulated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities (UNCRPD). Challenges such as delays in the conversion of curriculum content to
accessible formats, inaccessible online course sites and teaching and learning that is mostly
visual. With the University of Cape Town (UCT) going fully online due to COVID-19 pandemic,
it became necessary to explore how equitable access to the curriculum is understood. The
research topic is: How do staff and students at UCT understand equitable access to the
curriculum for students with VIs? Four conceptual framework components were used. The
hidden and enacted curriculum was used to explore hidden curriculum aspects and their
effect on the enacted curriculum. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework was used to
explore enablers such as assistive technology (AT) and challenges such as inaccessible
content. Eight elements of digital literacies were used to explore access to opportunities to
acquire digital literacies and the UNCRPD to ensure alignment with the right to education. A
Q methodology study was conducted which is a hybrid of both quantitative and qualitative
methods. It statistically groups viewpoints that are significantly similar to or distinct from each
other, quantitatively into factors, then qualitatively interprets these factors thematically to
reveal participant views about the research topic. Data was collected from students with VI,
lecturers, staff from Disability Services, ICT Services, Library Services and the Centre for Higher
Education Development using Q sorting where participants ranked sixty statements into
disagree, neutral and agree. Focus group discussions were used to support the interpretation
of the factors. Findings revealed that: accessible curriculum is also a technical issue which is
not prioritised at UCT, and lecturers struggle with competing demands such lack of time, need
for promotion and research. Accessibility design from the start both for curriculum
development and support services is not valued. The right to education for students with VI
is partial, varying their experience of the curriculum. Testing of a course site for accessibility
and lack of AT negatively affects right to education. This study argues that students with VI
do not yet enjoy full participation in the curriculum due to lack of understanding of the
complexity involved. UDL can help academics move from a deficit view to an asset view of
students with VI. UCT should change its operational model to accessibility from the start. Then

UCT will move closer to equitable access to the curriculum for students with VI.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

This chapter covers the background to the research topic. It will introduce the complexity
surrounding the research topic. It will also present the reasons the research was undertaken,
the aim and objectives of the research and the research question and sub questions. It will

then conclude with a layout of how the thesis has been structured.

1.1 Background

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was
ratified at the United Nations and is an important convention which seeks to promote the
inclusion of persons with disability in all aspects of society (UN, 2006; Callus & Camilleri-Zahra,
2017). The convention promotes that persons with disability are not excluded from society
based on their impairment but accommodated based on human rights and equal

opportunities (UN, 2006).

As regards students with Visual Impairment (Students with VI) specifically, who are the focus
of this study, data from Statistics South Africa in 2016 showed that 10% of the overall
population in South Africa (SA) have one form of VIl or another (Tom, Mpekoa & Swarts, 2018).
In higher education, students with VI make up about 1% of the population (Tom, Mpekoa &
Swarts, 2018).

Lack of physical access to buildings in higher education for students with disabilities including
students with VI remains an issue; however, access now goes beyond that to include the

curriculum (Tom, Mpekoa & Swarts, 2018; Siwela, 2017).

Curriculum content, teaching, learning and assessment methods are not always adapted to
the needs of students with VI (Simui et al., 2018), needs such as having audio equivalent of
curriculum content. Lecturers often lack the skills to adapt the curriculum for students with
VI which can be due to lack of institutional support, anxiety to teach students with VI or lack

of time to dedicate to an accessible curriculum (Hewett, 2017).

17



A 10-year literature review study into enablers and disablers to academic success of students
with VI found that, although access has improved at higher education institutions in SA,
systemic barriers still exist that prevent the full participation of students with VI (Simui et al.,
2018). Barriers such as lack of budget for assistive technology, lack of training for academics
on how to teach students with VI and an inflexible curriculum that does not fully meet
students with VI’s learning means. Learning means refers to the preferred ways different

students learn best (Dell, Dell & Blackwell, 2015).

Internationally, access to higher education for students with VI has improved but there are
still barriers which can also apply to SA institutions (Simui et al., 2018). Such barriers include
more focus on individual support rather than on institutional support and accessibility of
course sites (Hewett et al., 2017). Hewett et al. (2017) also found that the disability services
at institutions in the United Kingdom did not have autonomy and as such their influence to
effect change was limited. The most significant finding from Hewett et al.’s (2017) study was
that these barriers came from lack of anticipatory adjustments that the institutions needed
to have. Anticipatory adjustments mean the institution anticipates the needs of students with
VI before their time of study begins and therefore targets proactively addressing barriers so
students with VI succeed at university. Madhesh (2021) study from Saudi Arabia and
Nasiforo’s (2015) study from Rwanda also found that lecturers lacked the skills to understand

and use assistive technologies and ICTs with students with disabilities.

The barriers discussed above hinder the achievement of full participation for students with

VI. These barriers are also present at the University of Cape Town (UCT).

UCT has a disability policy that indicates commitment to reviewing the curriculum including
content, teaching and learning methods and assessment methods (UCT, 2011). However, the
implementation of this has been centralised to UCT disability services centre where personnel
may not be experts in the disciplinary expertise of UCT’s various academic departments. UCT
has also adopted online provisions in teaching and learning which have implications for
students with VI. Implications such as inaccessible course sites and inaccessible

communication tools such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams mean further exclusions.
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With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, all instructions were forced to be exclusively
online for many universities creating some barriers for students with VI (Madhesh, 2021).
Students with VI often mentioned not being able to share presentations, turn on their
microphones or understand what others were sharing, which Madhesh (2021) attributes to
lecturers not having the skills on how to use ICTs with students with disabilities which includes
students with VI. Mantzikos and Lappa (2020) also reported increased exclusion of deaf
students similar to students with VI as a result of the sudden and rapid adaptation to full

online teaching and learning to mitigate the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The increasing use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) at UCT and other
universities is now a functional requirement to successfully study at university and as such
necessitates an examination of the opportunities that can be made available by higher

education to make ICTs accessible for students with VI (Tom, Mpekoa & Swarts, 2018).

With various barriers mentioned in engaging with the university curriculum for students with
VI, this study asks how staff and students at UCT understand equitable access to the
curriculum. McCowan (2016) notes that, apart from access to university, which is getting a
place in the institution to study, other barriers persist such as curricula that cater mostly to
non-disabled students and lack of consideration for a student’s context such as their socio-
economic status, race or disability. Therefore, equitable access to the curriculum as McCowan
(2016) notes is about equality of opportunities to fulfil the requirements of the right to

education.

1.2 Problem statement

With online provision of the curriculum in today’s universities students with VI experience
multiple barriers at various levels (Fish-Hodgson & Khumalo, 2015). These barriers range from
inaccessible content, and sub-par teaching and learning methods, including assessment
methods and lack of understanding as to appropriate support for students with VI. To make
progress in achieving the right to education as stated in the UNCRPD for students with VI, it

is necessary to ascertain to what extent these barriers negatively impact on the independence
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of students with VI in higher education. Staff and student understanding of equitable access
to the curriculum for students with VI may also highlight further barriers that were previously

unknown.

Recommendations can then be made as to effective strategies that can move students with
VI beyond access to higher education to full participation in the curriculum in ways that allow
them to translate university study into meaningful opportunities after they graduate

(McCowan, 2016).

1.3 Rationale and significance of study

Studies have been conducted to find barriers to participation for students with VI in higher
education (Hewett et al., 2017; Simui et al., 2018; Tom, Mpekoa & Swart, 2018). While these
studies and others offer insights into exiting barriers such as an inflexible curriculum, few have
looked at a combined interplay between the effects of curriculum with opportunities to
access digital literacies, understanding of the right to education from staff and student
perspectives and its manifestation and finally how teaching and learning methods may limit
achievement of the right to education for students with VI. Without an understanding of this
complex interplay, there is the danger that understanding of equitable access to the
curriculum for students with VI will continue to be seen as a unidimensional (single) issue
rather than a complex one deserving integration at many levels. In the next section, | will

introduce the site where this study was conducted.

1.4 Study site

This study was carried out at UCT, which was founded in 1829 and is South Africa’s oldest
public university (UCT, 2021). Situated in Cape Town of the Western Cape Province, South
Africa, it is Africa’s top university according to Times Higher Education (Times Higher
Education [THE], 2021). As of 2021, UCT had a total of 30,392 students enrolled at the
university and in 2019, the UCT Disability Services Department supported about 150 students
with a range of physical, sensory, neurological, cognitive, and intellectual disabilities (UCT,

2019; UCT, 2022). For the year 2020, ten students with VI at UCT alone, 40 volunteers were
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employed to help with print text conversion into accessible formats (Oldham, personal

communication 2020, June 19).

UCT is committed, as previously stated in the UCT Disability Policy, to address barriers to full
participation of students with disabilities (UCT, 2011). While doing this, the university will take
care not to lower academic standards (UCT, 2011). Therefore, strategies on how to go about

this would be required.

The policy also states that UCT supports and will make resources available for awareness
raising among its student and staff body of the valuable contributions of people with
disabilities and to foster respect (UCT, 2011). The policy further speaks to accessible
education by considering modification to content, teaching and learning and assessment
methods (UCT, 2021). Finally, the policy supports universal design principles that guide
construction of accessible buildings, facilities, systems, information technology among other

infrastructure (UCT, 2011).

These statements from the UCT Disability Policy are very important, and they should facilitate
access and full participation for students with VI to education at UCT. Next, | will present the

aim and objectives, research questions and sub-questions of this study.

1.5 Aim of the study

The aim of this research is to explore the personal and/or professional viewpoints of
participants to discover how they understand equitable access to the curriculum for students
with VI at UCT. This will look at both what they consider to be ideal to achieve equitable access

and also the current status of equitable access to the curriculum at UCT.

1.6 Objectives of the study

The research questions are addressed by means of the following study objectives.
e Toinvestigate to what extent UCT is seen to be achieving the educational goals of the

UNCRPD within the curriculum and its relationship to UDL for students with VI.
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e To explore staff and student understanding of the hidden curriculum, as an element
of access to the enacted curriculum for students with VI at UCT.
e To explore the understanding of students with VI and staff as to how far they

demonstrate digital literacies, an element of access to an inclusive curriculum.

1.7 Research question

The main research question and sub-questions of this study are stated below:

What is staff and student understanding of equitable access to the curriculum for students

with VI at UCT?

1.7.1 Sub questions

1. To what extent are the UNCRPD and universal design for learning (UDL) considered in
teaching and learning at UCT for students with VI?
2. What effect does the hidden and enacted curriculum have on students with VI at UCT?

3. How do digital literacies manifest for students with VI at UCT?

1.8 Outline of thesis chapters

Below is an outline of how this thesis is structured. The structure below is a summary of what

each chapter addresses to give an overview of the study at a glance.

1.8.1 Introduction chapter

In this chapter, the reader is introduced to the background to the study. This background
presents challenges students with VI face in universities and how the COVID-19 pandemic
further exacerbated the challenges. It then briefly speaks to inaccessible ICTs and their impact
on learning for students with VI. The chapter goes on to present the problem statement,
rationale for why the study was undertaken and an introduction of the study site. It ends by
stating the aim and objectives of the study as well as the research question and sub-questions

of the study.
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1.8.2 Literature review chapter

This chapter presents the literature review with discourses around the research topic. The
reader is introduced to what VI is, its implication in education and higher education and the
barriers students with VI experience in higher education. The chapter then presents some of
the strategies currently used to mitigate the barriers with their impact on the right to
education for students with VI. The chapter finally covers what has been done at UCT to move
closer to equitable curriculum and concludes why equitable access is important for students

with VI.

1.8.3 Theoretical framework chapter

The theoretical framework chapter introduces the four components of the framework guiding
this study and how they link to one another. These are the right to education from the
UNCRPD, universal design for learning framework, digital literacies and the enacted and

hidden curriculum.

1.8.4 Methodology chapter

This chapter covers the methods used for this study. A brief history of Q methodology is
presented with steps that guide a successful Q methodology study. It then shows how the
steps used for a successful Q study were applied to this study. The chapter then presents the
participants of the study and how they were selected. Finally, it shows how the data from the
study was analysed and the subsequent factor interpretation which included participant
responses to survey questions and focus group discussions used to support the interpretation

of the data.

1.8.5 Findings chapter

In the findings chapter, this study presents the results of the research. Participant viewpoints
on the research topic emerge as factors which came from three Q studies: one for all the

participants (AP), one for staff only (SO) and one for students with VI only (SVIO). The chapter
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then interpreted each factor with an outline of the factor, description of the factor and a

name for the factor which at the same time represents the names of the themes for the study.

Findings revealed that an accessible curriculum is also a technical issue which requires time
and resources. Academics, however, don’t get this time and resources from their university
due to pressure of meeting competing demands such as time for promotion and research.
Findings further revealed that the university institutional leadership does not recognise the
value of accessibility design from the start of curriculum development and support services
provision. As a result, UCT adopt a retrofitting model where barriers to curriculum
participation for students with VI are addressed when they occur rather than being proactive.
These challenges then affect participation of students with VI as findings indicated that these
are reasons why students with VI have partial rights to education, enjoy access to university
but not full participation at university. Further effect of the barriers from this retrofitting
fragments the participation of students with VI as findings revealed that their participation at
university is not a uniform one but varies. Findings finally revealed that lack of assistive
technology and testing of course sites adds to the complexity which affects the right to

education for students with VI.

1.8.6 Discussion chapter

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings. It starts off with a discussion on the need
for a better understanding of the right to education for students with VI with consideration
of how the hidden curriculum impacts the enacted curriculum. It presents the argument to
interrogate academics’ hidden response to disability and how that translates into an
understanding of the right to education for students with VI. It presents an academics’
behaviour as an element of the hidden curriculum which can be informed by unconscious
responses to disability. Anxiety about teaching students with VI may affect efforts to engage
in developing an accessible curriculum. Therefore, this chapter indicates that interrogation of
the hidden curriculum could offer points of support for academics to improve the
implementation of the right to education for students with VI. It then presents UDL as a way
to support change in deficit views of students with VI to an asset view. It also highlights

challenges to the implementation of UDL.
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The chapter then presents a case for the need for UCT and other universities both local and
international to take a relook at their current operational model to that of designing the
curriculum and support services planning with accessibility from the start. Finally, the chapter
pulls all this together to present the understanding of staff and students at UCT on equitable
access to the curriculum for SVI. It presents the understanding as a complex one but one that
can be understood, mitigated, and supported with recommendations made in the conclusions

and recommendations chapter.

1.8.7 Conclusions and recommendations chapter

This chapter concludes the thesis by highlighting the main points again. It notes that the
overarching point is that equitable access to the curriculum for students with VI is one that
requires authentic engagement both from university management, academics, the disability
services centre, the ICT department, admissions team, and the library team. It notes that
design with accessibility from the start must be the new operational model for UCT and other
universities and this must filter across all departments. It further concludes that this will not
only benefit students with VI but all other students, thereby contributing to UCT vice
chancellors’ vision 2030 goal of unleashing human potential by facilitating full participation in

the curriculum for all students at UCT.

It then makes recommendations based on the discussions which resulted from the synthesis
of the findings. It makes several recommendations to UCT and other universities from the
understanding of equitable access to the curriculum. It starts by indicating that access to the
curriculum is not the end goal for students with VI but when they are able to turn their
learning into opportunities when they graduate. With the barriers noted in the discussion
chapter, it notes that full participation for students with VI is a complex one. Therefore, it
recommends that a one size fits all approach will not work here. It further recommends that
UCT’s operational model needs to design curricula with accessibility from the start, and the
same with support services at the university. It further recommends that the complexity
presented in terms of students with VI's access to opportunities to acquire digital literacies
requires consideration for the eight elements of digital literacies. To do this, it recommends

using UDL framework. It lastly recommends that the institution needs to take the lead in this
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to support academics and that it requires the working together of all departments and not
just left to the disability services section of the university. Disability services section of the
university may be limited by lack of knowledge of a discipline’s unique ways in teaching and
learning therefore a need for departments to engage with it to find accessible ways to include
students with VI in the curriculum. To sustain these efforts, the chapter recommends
monitoring mechanisms so that equitable access to the curriculum for students with VI is

maintained.
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Chapter 2 — Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

This chapter examines the literature surrounding the research topic by first looking at what
Vlis and then the implications of VI in education. Next it covers the implications of Vlin higher
education and then the barriers students with VI face in different contexts. After this, it will
then speak to some of the strategies currently used to address these barriers. It will then end
by speaking about what has been done at UCT with regards to equitable access to the

curriculum and also clarify what is meant by equitable access to the curriculum.

Throughout this literature review, | will be using the term “students with VI” when | want to
be specific to the type of impairment this study is focussing on. When | use the term “students
with disabilities”, | am here referring to all students with disabilities of which students with VI

form a part.

2.2 Whatis VI?

In the health sector, categorisations from diagnosis of VI often determine services available
to a person with VI and may also determine understanding of what VI is or definition of VI as
Kran et al. (2019) noted. Naipal and Rampersad (2018) study from South Africa define VI as
the reduction in the ability to see which cannot be corrected either through medical means
or use of eyeglasses. The World Health Organisation defines VI based on three levels, namely
blindness, severe VI and moderate VI (WHO, 2013; Kran et al., 2019). Blindness is someone
presenting with a visual acuity worse than 3/60 (WHO, 2022). Severe VI is someone
presenting with a visual acuity between 6/60 to 3/60 and moderate VI is someone presenting
with visual acuity between 6/18 to 6/60 (WHO, 2022). Nasiforo’s (2015) study from Rwanda
noted that visual acuity of 3/60 for example of a blind person means the person who is blind
can see an object three metres away while a sighted user can see the same object 60 metres

away.
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The number of people estimated to be visually impaired in the world is about 285 million with
39 million of these being people who are blind and 246 million being people who have low
vision (Pascolini & Mariotti, 2012). In the United States, prevalence for adults who are above
40 years old is 3.4 million and in South Africa prevalence for mild to severe VI was 4.82 million
(Statistics South Africa, 2011; Chou et al., 2013; Naipal & Rampersad, 2018). Ninety percent
of individuals with VI come from Africa and the developing world which Naipal and Rampersad
(2018) attributed to the impact poverty has on people’s ability to access health services.

On a global scale, VI is mainly caused by refractive errors, cataracts and macular degeneration
which is similar for Africa but with the addition of diseases that impact the cornea and retina,

such as cataracts (Naipal & Rampersad, 2018).

The implication for students with VI is significant because more than half of learning happens
through vision and, as such, the lack of an accessible learning environment means a lot of
information not adapted to students with VI learning is missed or delayed, impacting on
learning (Naipal & Rampersad, 2018). The next section goes into further details of the

implications of VI in education.

2.3 Implications of VI in education

The implications of VI for students sometimes depend on whether the VI occurred from birth
or was acquired later in life. The impact depends on the severity of the VI whether blindness,
severe or moderate VI and also service provision available. The expanded core curriculum

covered next highlights the impact of VI at schools.

2.3.1 Expanded core curriculum

Simalalo’s (2017) study from South Africa highlighted that teachers at schools have noted the
need for instruction that goes beyond just reading and writing for students with VI. If more
than half of learning happens through vision as noted earlier, then for students with VI it

means they may be missing out on a great deal of information at school.

What is taught at school, the basic academic subjects, are the core curriculum which all

students must take (Simalalo, 2017). There are additional skills that support students at
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school such as how to get around class, interact with teachers and other students, use
technology to access the curriculum and independently navigate the school both
academically and physically. These additional skills are incidentally picked up by non-disabled
students but students with VI need deliberate efforts to teach them these skills to access the
core curriculum and master skills in daily life (Simalalo, 2017). The additional skills form the

expanded core curriculum (ECC) (Simalalo, 2017).

In Opie’s (2018) study conducted in Australia, ECC was noted as an extension of the core
curriculum that gives students with VI equal access to the core curriculum by focussing on
knowledge and skills beyond the core curriculum. The knowledge and skills covered are in
nine areas namely: functional academic skills, orientation and mobility, social interaction,
assistive technology, career education, independent living, recreation and leisure, self-

determination, and sensory efficiency (Lieberman et al., 2014; Opie, 2018; Simalalo, 2017).

ECC implementation, however, has had several challenges. Teachers have been reported to
teach some skills and leave out others or prioritize some over others (Simalalo, 2017). In
Simalalo’s (2017) study, she reported that some teachers were not aware of the importance
of ECC, and some felt it was a burden. In Opie’s (2018) study conducted in Australia visiting
teachers (VT) who teach ECC were sometimes not available due to time constraints and
accessible curriculum materials sometimes were not available due to long delays in adapting
the materials. Lieberman et al.’s (2014) study noted that teachers spend most of their time
on the core curriculum with less time for ECC. Opie’s (2018) study also indicated challenge of

funding for VTs which affects their availability to teach ECC.

ECC should also be a collaborative effort among many stakeholders. The nine knowledge and
skill areas noted above require expertise beyond the classroom teacher. Expertise is needed
from stakeholders such as the teachers, parents, professional teachers skilled in assistive
technology, orientation and mobility, administrators at the school and health professionals
such as occupational therapists, psychologists and physiotherapists (Simalalo, 2017).
Hamilton-Jones, Bethany and Vail (2014) noted though that a challenge to collaboration is

power dynamics as to who teaches what which can negatively affect the delivery of ECC.
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Despite these challenges, ECC plays a critical role in preparing students with VI to acquire skills
and knowledge that would be needed in higher education where a student is expected to be
independent and engage in social activities such as joining student clubs. Opie’s (2018) study
did indicate that VTs’ attitude helps in ECC delivery. The studies mentioned above and several
others all agree that more training for teachers in ECC is required and should be ongoing
(Opie, 2018; Simalalo, 2017; Hamilton-Jones, Bethany & Vail, 2014). Lieberman et al. (2014)
further suggested including ECC in teacher training to equip them with the knowledge and

skills necessary for successful ECC implementation.

ECCis one of the many strategies used in an effort to fulfil the right to education of the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (UN, 2006). This
convention has influenced the way in which VI is viewed within education. The development
of inclusive education in South Africa is pertinent to how VI is understood in the study context

as one significant response to the educational needs of students with VI.

2.3.2 Inclusive education

The UNCRPD was ratified by 173 countries including South Africa and was adopted in 2006
(Callus & Camilleri-Zahra, 2017). It specifically elaborates on the implementation of the right
to education with the provision of reasonable accommodation for students with disabilities
(UN, 2006). In article 24, it says that state parties shall ensure that students with disabilities
are able to access higher education without disability-based discrimination and on an equal
basis with other students (UN, 2006). This means providing the necessary and appropriate
modification within education for students with disabilities (Callus & Camilleri-Zahra, 2017).
The end goal is the right to fully participate within education that accommodates students

with VI learning needs.

In South Africa, due to the establishment of democracy in 1994, the country’s constitution
became the foundation for change in policies that moved away from the apartheid
segregationist period (Dalton, McKenzie & Kahonde, 2012). In Chapter 2 of the Bill of Rights
within the South African constitution, the right to basic education for everyone within the

country including students with disabilities was established (Republic of South Africa, 1996).
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However, lacking in the bill is the right to higher education which may have contributed to
lack of support in terms of resources for students with VI at university. The constitution
formed the foundation for the effort to abolish segregation in schools (Dalton, McKenzie &

Kahonde, 2012).

Geldenhuys and Wevers (2013), Donohue and Bornman (2014) studies in South Africa
revealed that segregation in schools was done based on race but also disability with schools
attended by white children with disabilities receiving more resources than schools attended
by black children with disability. As one of the measures among many to mitigate this, the
South African government introduced Education White Paper 6: Special Needs Education.
Building an Inclusive Education and Training System policy (EWP6) to support the needs of
diverse learners who encounter barriers at school (Department of Education [DOE], 2001).
This policy as reported by Dreyer’s (2017) study in South Africa is the foundation on which

inclusive education was built.

In general, inclusive education aims to support students with diverse learning needs by
restructuring the curriculum, as well as teaching and learning and assessment methods in
order to minimise barriers to learning and participation (Dreyer, 2017). Inclusive education
was influenced through discourses in disability, difference and marginalisation, but it has
since evolved to look at education for all students (Dreyer, 2017). Inclusive education
addresses barriers to education arising out of but not limited to language, race, gender, age,
ethnicity, poverty and disability (Dreyer, 2017). Inclusive education advocates a shift that all
students can learn if they are supported and as such there is a need to relook the educational
system in order to accommodate the diverse learning means of students (Dalton, McKenzie

& Kahonde, 2012).

However, implementation has been poor due to challenges. First of all, there is an ongoing
debate if special schools which cater solely for students with disabilities should be the way to
go or rather mainstream schools where all students are accommodated including students
with disabilities should be developed (Deryer, 2017). There is also the argument that both can
be implemented. Teachers in mainstream schools in South Africa argue that they don’t have

adequate training to support students with disabilities. Government funding in South Africa
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was also not adequate to support mainstream schools to include students with disabilities

(Donohue & Bornman, 2014; Dreyer, 2017).

The situation is no better at special schools as evidenced by a report from Hodgson and
Khumalo (2015) in South Africa which detailed gross neglect of children with VI in South
African schools with some still on long waiting lists to be admitted to special schools due to
the paucity of special schools in South Africa (Dreyer, 2017). Interviews from 22 high schools
for visually impaired students in South Africa revealed neglect of the rights of students with
VI to basic education and the indignity associated with this (Hodgson & Khumalo, 2015). The
Department of Basic Education in South Africa cannot even provide an accurate number of
students with disabilities who are out of school (Hodgson & Khumalo, 2015). However,
Statistics South Africa indicated in their post school education and training statistics in 2021
in South Africa that there were 12, 877 students with disability of which 2,541 were students
with VI in public higher education. There were 482 students with disabilities in special needs
education in private colleges of which 86 were students with VI and 4,596 students with
disabilities in special needs education of which 1,119 were students with VI (Department of
Higher Education and Training, 2021). Almost 15 years after EWP6, and the challenge of
funding still persists to address shortages in resources, assistive devices, and support staff
(Hodgson and Khumalo, 2015). This funding situation was so dire that one school had to make
a choice between providing what students with VI needed to write exams or going without
electricity during the 2014 examinations (Hodgson & Khumalo, 2015). They opted to go
without electricity. This lack of funding has created vacuums in availability of working
computers and assistive software, trained educators who know how to use the computer and
assistive software and plans for maintenance of these technologies (Hodgson & Khumalo,
2015; Le Fanu, Schmidt & Virendrakumar, 2022). Similar challenges were noted in Ghana and
Nigeria where students with VI lagged behind due to limited support and where there was
support, this came from their classmates who lacked expertise and often times where
unwilling (Le Fanu, Schmidt & Virendrakumar, 2022). It means students with VI are then less
equipped to go into higher education where they would rely on technology to succeed. The

implication in higher education is discussed next.
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2.4 The implications of being visually impaired in higher education on students with

VI

VI brings up a number of issues in higher education. One of the implications of having a VI in
higher education has to do with physical access to the university. Access to the physical space
of higher education remains a challenge for students with VI despite recent improvements
such as installation of handrails to hold when going up a flight of stairs, elevators with voice
feedback, ramps that aid easier access to buildings and better signage for students with low
vision as reported by Mullins and Preyde’s (2013) study in Canada and Simui et al.’s (2018)’s
study across 16 countries. Student with VI need to access the physical space of buildings in
order to attend lectures, participate in tutorials, exams and even non-academic activities such
as student sport and activities. In Canada, improvements have been made for access to the
physical space for students with disabilities including students with VI at university (Mullins &
Preyde, 2013). Accessible physical spaces still pose barriers at many universities but these
barriers such as poor signage for students with low vision are generally known (Siwela, 2017).
Barriers that are less known are those to do with an inaccessible curriculum such as
verbalising all content when teaching so students with VI also participate as indicated by

Douglas and McLinden’s (2004) study in England.

University engagement however goes beyond access to the physical space. Siwela (2017)
study from South Africa considered access to university to be beyond access to physical
buildings but to include access to the curriculum and everything associated with it. She
concluded that one cannot separate access to the physical space of higher education from
the knowledge, ways of knowing, social norms and values of higher education (Siwela, 2017).
Knowledge and ways of knowing in the curriculum have to do with having the opportunity to
understand, translate and reproduce knowledge via content, teaching, learning and
assessment methods used at university (Arbee, 2012). Therefore, it means having access to
all the information non-disabled students have access to, actively participating with other
students and lecturers and the ability to demonstrate what has been acquired through
learning (Arbee, 2012). For this to be fully achieved, academic pedagogy would have to be
rethought and reimagined while still maintaining academic standards. A framework to

reimagine pedagogy will be discussed in the theoretical framework section.
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Another implication of visual impairment for higher education has to do with attitudinal
reactions to students with VI while at university. Bakri’s (2019) study from Saudi Arabia found
that some faculty members had negative attitudes towards taking extra time to
accommodate students with disabilities because they felt it created unfair disadvantages to
other non-disabled students. As such, students with VI sometimes struggled on their own in
order not to be seen as always asking for accommodations. Due to this lack of
accommodation, students with VI learning needs are not considered which reinforces the
negative view that persons with disability cannot perform like their non-disabled peers
(Siwela, 2017). They are indeed capable but due to barriers at multiple levels, studying at

university becomes difficult. The next section will speak to some of these barriers.

2.5 Barriers that students with VI experience in higher education

A number of barriers at multiple levels confront a student with VI when they get to university.
| will start with some barriers before university. If the student with VI is coming from a special
school within South Africa, a school specifically designed to cater to students with particular
disabilities, the first barrier is that they have not been prepared to integrate with university
demands (Morifia, 2017; Fish-Hodgson & Khumalo, 2015; Simalalo, 2017). This is due to a
number of challenges. For instance, in mainstream schools in Australia, lack of funding
impacts on the number of visits visiting teachers (VT) specialised in ECC can make to the
school (Opie, 2018). This makes it difficult to attend to individual needs of students with VI
which prepares them for university. Not only this, but some of the special schools, which are
supposed to be schools fully resourced to support students with VI, are also catering for other
disabilities. Fish-Hodgson and Khumalo (2015) found that 12 out of the 22 schools catering to
students with VI catered for students with other disabilities as well with limited resources.
This meant that some students did not get the attention or training needed to pick up skills
such as how to use assistive technology, a skill needed when they get to university. In the
Australian study, it was also found that visiting teachers specialised in ECC often

recommended assistive technology with little to no guidance on how to use it (Opie, 2018).
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Some students with VI in Zambia also lacked skill in the use of braille which is a combination
of raised dots that a student with VI feels with their fingertips to read content (Simalalo,
2017). This means that students with VI may come to university unprepared and at a
disadvantage to their sighted peers. Despite the challenges above, students with VI in
Australia got some level of individual attention and support at special schools in areas such
as orientation and mobility (Opie, 2018). However, this would not be the case when they get
to university. At university, all students are expected to be independent, discover their own
learning strategy and be able to succeed with minimal support. Therefore, for students with
VI, they have to learn to adapt to this new environment where that individual attention and
support is not the norm but an exception as reported by Tom, Mpekoa and Swart (2018)’s
study in South Africa. Also, the challenge is much more because participation at university

mostly caters to those who can see (Tom, Mpekoa & Swart, 2018).

Higher education in Saudi Arabia has taken the route of establishing a disability service centre
or unit that responds to the barriers of students with VI through reasonable accommodation.
Reasonable accommodation is to meet the needs of students with disabilities so that they can
participate fully in the curriculum as long as it does not create an unfair advantage,
compromise academic integrity, lower academic standards or be an undue burden financially
to the institution (Bakri, 2019; UN, 2006). This strategy has worked to at least raise awareness
of the need to accommodate students with VI and has facilitated access and experience of
the curriculum. The challenge, and the resulting barrier to this strategy, is that the inclusion
of students with VI may not become a part of the cultural change of the institution if not done
by all departments. Cultural change has to do with making lasting changes that address
challenges to the curriculum for students with VI rather than quick changes to pedagogy only
when barriers arise (Dolmage, 2017). In fact, McCowan (2016) noted that institutional culture
usually serves dominant groups such as able-bodied students, making it difficult for non-
dominant groups such as students with VI to succeed. As things are now, reasonable
accommodation and accessibility challenges are usually left entirely to the disability centre as
Butler et al. (2017) study in Australia revealed while the rest of the departments at the
university don’t see how crucial their role is to really make the institution accessible to
students with VI. Therefore, Simui et al. (2018) note that a university’s policy has to clearly

state what different departments need to do to facilitate access and experience of the
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curriculum for students with VI. A few departments in the United States have done this and a
few are thinking of doing this (Skinner, 2007). The disability service centres are very useful in
modelling inclusive teaching and learning practices and students with VI acknowledge this,
but they are not enough to influence change in the teaching and learning culture at a

university (Bakri, 2019).

Without this cultural change in teaching and learning, students with VI would be subject to
temporary fixes to barriers to the curriculum instead of an institutional approach that
proactively puts mechanisms in place to reduce curriculum barriers. Some of these barriers
have to do with the learning management system where the content on such systems is
partially accessible or not accessible at all. For instance, some content on a course site are not
in a logical order. A logical order entails using heading levels appropriately so that a student
with VI using a screen reader picks up the order of the content on the course site. Then some
images on the course website don’t have the right description detailing the meaning the
image conveys for the screen reader to convey to a student with VI (Burgstahler, 2021).
Further, some resources such as articles are scanned and uploaded to course sites as images
which a screen reader cannot read, thereby rendering the information on that page
inaccessible to students with VI (Burgstahler, 2021). Lastly, from a study in the United States,
one finds hyperlinks to websites that are not active (Singleton & Neuber, 2020). Active
websites are clickable and as such a screen reader will recognise them as links but when not
active, when a student with VI calls up all links on a course site page, it won’t come up. The
student with VI then has to find the link manually which is time consuming (Singleton &

Neuber, 2020).

Despite these online accessibility barriers, acknowledgement has to be given to the progress
that has been achieved because the online provision of learning materials has made it easier
for students with VI to get better access because, previously, the only option was to go to a
physical library for access. Now, students with VI can access these materials using assistive
technology and can email inaccessible materials to a disability services centre of the university

to be made accessible (Butler et al., 2017).
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Another barrier is the availability and cost of assistive technology (AT). Al-Harrasi and Taha’s
(2019) study in the United Arabs Emirates noted that AT is any software or hardware that aids
and enhances the ability of persons with disability in carrying out tasks they would otherwise
not be able to do. Eguavoen (2016)’s study in Nigeria found that AT played a significant role
in the performance of students with VI. This is because AT forms almost the only way students
with VI can access educational materials. The cost of AT is very high and universities in the
United Kingdom struggle to acquire funding to purchase both the hardware (e.g., computer,
electronic magnifiers) and software (Jaws screen reader) and as such students with VI often
seek other means to get access to them (Hewett et al., 2017; Butler et al., 2017). When
available, it is usually in a disability computer lab at university which students with VI access
when on campus. Therefore, learning is often restricted to the academic space while non-
disabled students can continue to learn at home, office and even while travelling. Learning
needs to continue in these different contexts and calls into question if universities have

considered the impact on students with VI when they can’t learn within these contexts.

Itis very important to consider the contexts of learning that are emerging because these have
implications of inclusion for students with VI. Under the ECC section of this review, |
mentioned that learning that happens incidentally and how students with VI often lack access
to this because most of this learning happens visually. Furlong and Davis (2012) study from
the United Kingdom argued that, due to increasing use of technology at universities, the
boundaries of learning between the university, home and social and leisure settings are
becoming blurry. Learning now increasingly happens despite the context in which a student
is found. Furlong and Davis (2012) note the unbundling of learning beyond the university
context. This means to consider spaces beyond university where learning happens. Meyers,
Erickson and Small (2013) recommend universities to acknowledge these learning spaces and
support them. These spaces improve a student’s agency and assist them become independent
learners (Furlong & Davis, 2012). The implication for students with VI is that access to this
incidental form of agency to become independent is then denied to them which may be
interpreted as due to their impairment deficits. Therefore, learning that happens at home,
work and leisure spaces plays a significant role and when it is not considered this creates
barriers to incidental knowledge acquisition and academic knowledge acquisition for students

with VI.
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Further, access to AT is one thing, but having the skills to use them is another challenge for
students with VI. At the United Arab Emirate universities, it was found that students with VI
were more concerned about lack of training on how to use AT, which for a student with VI is
similar to a non-VI student being worried about not being able to read and write (Alhammadi,
2016). It goes further. Not only is there limited training for students with VI but there is also
a shortage of trained staff who know how to use AT (Alhammadi, 2016). Tom, Mpekoa and
Swart (2018) state that due to this lack of training staff may not make the commitment to
adapt their teaching pedagogy. If staff knew how AT works, they would have a better chance

of being sensitised to barriers their curriculum would create for students with VI.

Another barrier is related to copyright limitations. Prior permission has to be sought to
transcribe copyrighted content so students with VI can have access to it (Al-Harrasi & Taha,
2019). This means prior planning has to be done in order to avoid cases of copyright
restrictions when a student with VI searches for articles in an online library database. The
delay is even more significant if the article has to be transcribed into braille because one then
has the additional time to braille the transcription (Al-Harrasi & Taha, 2019). Efforts are being
made to alleviate these delays in copyright but it is still at the infancy stage. Stakeholders are
engaging with copyright holders and also with content producers such as publishing houses
(Harpur & Suzor, 2013). The Marrakesh Treaty (2013) seeks to facilitate an easier production
and transfer of copyright material so it is available to persons with VI while safeguarding the
copyright of publishers. Another such engagement is the limited exceptions rule that allows
educational institutions to have access to copyrighted materials, but Harpur and Suzor (2013)
reported that this effort has not had the desired broad-based access for students with VI.
With the limited exceptions only certain materials are exempted from copyright rules leaving

others inaccessible due to copyright infringement rules.

Another barrier after copyright is the usability of online library databases. Students with VI
have to use the online library significantly to get their work done just as any other student.
However, it has been found that the design, layout and features of some online library
systems are not user-friendly (Al-Harrasi & Taha, 2019). Often times, just to get a relevant

article, students have to go through four to five webpages which are mostly not accessible to
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a screen reader. Students with VI will often then rely on either the library or peers to help
them get the articles and this makes them lose the skill of becoming an independent
researcher at university. They can’t master the skill of online library database searching and

as such lose valuable research search skills. (Nasiforo, 2015).

Accessible library websites and their navigation play a positive role for a student with VI. The
confidence in the students with VI increases due to their self-efficacy in finding solutions from
the library database without a third party’s help as reported in Villanueva et al.’s (2018) study.
There has not been an interrogation of the impact this inaccessibility has on the implicit
emotions such as confidence, self-efficacy and self-advocacy of students with VI given that
Villanueva et al. (2018) noted a need to see how the impact of them affects a student’s

participation at university.

Lastly, and probably one of the most challenging barriers is attitudes that student with VI
often experience at university. The continuous assumption that the barrier to learning is
because of the impairment of a student with VI, rather than the limitation of the curriculum
to accommodate different learning means is problematic because it leads to unwillingness to
even engage in accessible teaching and learning (Butler et al., 2017). This often translates to
students with VI constantly fighting for their rights which becomes exhausting after a while.
Chiwandire’s (2019) study in South African noted that attitudinal barriers can go as far as
thinking a student with VI cannot perform academically due to their impairment and, as such,

academics may have lower expectations of students with VI.

These barriers are receiving greater attention at universities and next are some strategies that

are being pushed to try address them.

2.6 Some strategies currently used to address the barriers

In an effort to address some of these barriers, some schools are implementing a transition
plan and from Aron and Loprest (2012) study in the United States, this is required by law such
as the Individuals with Disability Education Act. This law just like Education White Paper 6 in

South Africa recommends the working together of a team of both professionals and non-
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professionals such as the students’ parents/care givers, teachers, curriculum specialists,
administrators, and any other professional who has experience working with students with VI
to map out pathways to higher education (Simalalo, 2017). These professionals help the
student to understand the difference between the individualised support they have been
experiencing at school to what to expect in higher education especially in the area of support
available for self-directed learning. Self-directed learning is how university students take
charge of their own learning (Loeng, 2020). The team also tries to impress on the students
with VI that they have a right to advocate for their inclusion when the need arises which most
often does. The challenge with this solution is that, although the school may develop this
through a transition plan, there is usually a lack of communication with the universities and,
as such, Hamblet (2014) recommends communicating with the universities to ascertain how

they accommodate students with VI.

McCarthy & Shevlin (2017) study in Ireland reported that this transition allowed students with
disabilities to ascertain if they are taking the right subjects to transition to their desired
discipline at university. Ireland also includes career guidance counselling which students with
VI find beneficial as they are able to work out taking the right courses at university to reach
their goals (McCarthy & Shevlin, 2017). These strategies all help, but it is worth noting that
they would make greater impact if university staff also buy into them and work with the
schools to understand the needs of students with VI that will enrol at their institution. Due to
limited and sometimes no input from universities, it is not surprising that they may then not
be familiar with ways to accommodate students with VI individually or through broad

institutional methods (Cortiella & Horowitz, 2014).

Collaboration within universities also reflects similar challenges; however, in this case it is
how a disability service centre at universities work with academic and non-academic
departments. Simui et al.’s (2018) study across 16 countries noted that there is a lack of policy
that clearly shows the roles different departments at the university can play in reshaping
pedagogy for a curriculum that gives full access to students with VI. This area receives little
attention and is often not discussed. If thought about, it is seen as not part of an academic’s
core job and, even when it is considered, academics feel that there is just no time and space

in the curriculum to consider this (Bakri, 2019). As such, curriculum barriers for students with
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VI are mostly left to the disability services section of the university to manage which often
becomes overwhelming to the disability services centre in Saudi Arabia and sometimes what
the centre offers may not be adequate for students with VI (Bakri, 2019). Simui et al. (2018)
noted that this lack of shared responsibility maintains exclusive practices at university as the

order of the day, despite advances to reduce curriculum barriers for students with VI.

However, considerations across the board of students with VI can have the advantage of
reshaping pedagogy for the full participation of all students not only with VI but also other
students (Burgstahler, 2021). Benefits such as verbalising content during teaching to
accommodate students with VI allow other students to understand better and having
captions on videos to accommodate hearing impaired students’ benefits students whose first
language is not English (Burgstahler, 2021). There has not been much effort to sufficiently
impress this overall benefit for all students upon academics which might make them more

willing to embrace ways they can also contribute to reasonable accommodation.

Impressing the benefits of accessible curriculum for all students on academics should not stop
there but also include knowledge about how disability manifest. As Bakri (2019) noted,
academics were more willing to engage to accommodate students with disabilities the more

knowledge they gained about them.

When academics don’t acquire this knowledge to improve their understanding, attitudinal
barriers towards reasonable accommodation may become evident. This may affect the
participation of students with VI at university through a reduction of skills in self-confidence,
self-esteem, communication and self-worth (Bakri, 2019; Tom, Mpekoa & Swart, 2018). These
skills are needed to succeed at university but have really not been researched and as such
ways to interrogate their importance would form part of the theoretical framework discussed

later.

Nasiforo (2015), suggested a way to mitigate attitudinal challenges. He noted that training of
lecturers may increase positive attitudes towards students with VI because this allows
lecturers to gain better understanding of how to include students with VI at university as

opposed to when training was lacking. This is so because the less an academic knows about
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an impairment, the more they may feel they are lowering academic standards when thinking

of ways to accommodate such students (Simui, 2018).

Furthermore, Sniatecki, Perry and Snell’s (2015) study in the United States of America noted
that when departments are not involved in reasonable accommodation, they may feel that
setting alternative assignments, tutorials or tests that meet the same objective of the course
may put students with VI at an advantage over other students and as such do not consider
them. For academics who see the value to get all departments involved in inclusive
curriculum, Bakri (2019) noted that they often don’t get cooperation from the disability

service at their universities. Why this is so needs to be interrogated.

In addition to the lack of cooperation, faculty members from Saudi universities do come with
their own belief systems, values, norms and standards and this consciously or unconsciously
influences how they engage at university. Bakri (2019) postulated that the belief systems of
academics may influence how they view reasonable accommodation. There would be a need
to assess this in order to see what training is needed to get academics to interrogate belief
systems that may cause barriers towards their implementation of reasonable
accommodation. These are implicit areas that influence the curriculum and therefore ways to
interrogate, understand and appropriately monitor how these include or exclude students

with VI in the curriculum forms part of the theoretical framework.

Lastly, universities today mostly use learning management systems (LMS). These are online
platforms that facilitate student to lecturer or student to student course engagements. Irvan
et al.’s (2021) study in Indonesia noted that LMSs integrate many learning tools into one
course page, such as forums and blogs for student and lecture engagements, assignment
submission tool, live video conference engagement tools, chat feature engagement tool and
tools to upload articles and lecture materials for students to access (Irvan et al., 2021). LMS
also allow students to access course sites at any time, any day and anywhere as long as they
have a computer and an internet connection. LMSs have afforded many students with
disabilities with better access because previously they would have to get readings, lectures,
videos and other learning resources through physical means by going to physical classes every

day or to a physical library. However, it comes with its accessibility challenges for students
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with VI. Teaching materials such as text, images, video, audio, and the course page itself can
be inaccessible to screen readers used by students with VI. For instance, if an image is used
and an alternative text (text that conveys the meaning of the image) is not included, a screen
reader cannot make sense of such an image and as such the students with VI cannot
understand why it was included. If videos are used with only visual information and no
descriptive audio, then a student with VI gets partial or no meaning from such videos.
Therefore, in order to address these barriers, the worldwide web consortium (w3c) developed
the web content accessibility guidelines (WCAG), a standard for web accessibility which
enhances the accessibility of LMSs (Worldwide Web Consortium [W3C], 2022). Universities
are now adopting this standard through their LMSs. Even further, educational tools used at
university, such as Microsoft Word (used for essays, assignments writing), PowerPoint (used
for lectures and student presentations), PDF documents (used for articles and journals) have
now developed basic accessibility checkers that at least provide a bare minimum for
accessibility checks so students with VI using screen readers can access the same information

(Microsoft, 2022; Adobe, 2022).

Another strategy that has helped with LMS accessibility is application of accessibility policies
and laws. This has helped especially in the northern parts of the world. Although the UNCRPD
(United Nations [UN], 2006) article 9 section stipulates access to information, implementation
in online education has been slow to make this a reality. In the United States through its
section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act, schools funded by government are required by law to
make their online content accessible to students with disabilities (Smith & Basham, 2014).
This has largely worked in the United States with universities that fail to comply being taken
to court by students with disabilities for discrimination for an inaccessible online curriculum

(Moon et al., 2012).

Furthermore, to mitigate the high cost of AT mentioned earlier in the barriers section
universities have either had to look for loans, or students with disabilities themselves have
had to secure bursaries in order to be able to bear the cost of AT (Butler et al., 2017). South
African students do get some financial support from the National Student Financial Aid
Scheme (NSFAS) for AT, meals, tuition transport human support and accommodation

(National Student Financial Aid Scheme, 2023). While this may not cover everyone, it affords
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a few students with VI access especially to devices, but it is worth noting that if the LMS is not

accessible, then having a screen reader would not help that much (Moon et al., 2012).

Finally, having the skills to use AT was mentioned in the barriers section. To mitigate this
barrier, universities are making the effort to train students with VI to use AT (Singleton &
Neuber, 2020).

Despite the strategies indicated in this section, there are gaps from this literature review
which this study seeks to address. Firstly, getting all departments to be involved in an inclusive
curriculum requires an understanding to what extent the UNCRPD’s right to education is
facilitated at universities. This understanding would need to also look at what support

measures are in place and as such how far UDL is considered as support.

Secondly, this literature review highlighted that learning happens in different contexts of
university, home, social and leisure and a such if digital literacies have been considered for

student with VI.

Thirdly this review noted a gap in the link between unconscious motivations of academics and
attitudes towards an inclusive curriculum for students with VI. Therefore, a need to look at

the effect which the hidden and enacted curriculum has on students with VI at university.

One of those universities, UCT, where this study took place, recognises some of the barriers
and has been making efforts to address them. The next section will discuss what has and is
currently being done so students with VI can have a better experience of the curriculum at

UCT.

2.7 What has been done at UCT

UCT experienced turbulent protests namely Rhodes Must Fall in 2015 and #Fees Must Fall in
2016. The Rhodes Must Fall protest was the result of dissatisfaction with colonial ways of
knowing embedded in the curriculum but also dissatisfaction with the presence of the statue
of Cecile John Rhodes, who epitomised the marginalisation of black South Africans through

dispossession of lands, conquest and colonisation (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2018). #Fees Must Fall
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came on the heels of Rhodes Must Fall which was as a result of a rise in student university
fees and the students’ cry that economically disadvantaged students would not be able to

afford this increase and, as a result, the call for free education in South Africa (Pillay, 2016).

These two protests were pivotal for a re-energised call to decolonise the curriculum at UCT
and with the advent of COVID-19 pandemicin 2020, an additional need to relook at equitable
access to education for all students also became necessary (McKenzie & Karisa, 2021). UCT
had begun the journey to provide better access to its teaching and learning (T&L) resources
in 2009 when it started to explore open education resources (OER) (Hodgkinson-Williams &
Donnelly, 2014). OER allowed UCT lecturers to make their T&L resource available in the public
domain but under an intellectual licence called ‘creative commons’ so that the public could
modify and reuse the materials (Hodgkinson-Williams & Cox, 2015). This paved the way for a
different and open orientation among UCT academics in thinking of easier ways students and
the public can access academic resources. However, OER was not necessarily accessible to
students with VI because access here was about T&L resources that were available without
students or the public having to pay for them. Despite this, it was a step in the right direction
because it moved the T&L atmosphere at UCT to think of other ways for students, staff and

the public to get access to UCT’s resources.

With OER as a foundation, UCT then explored Massive Open Online Content (MOOCs) in 2014
which was seen as a way to broaden OER. MOOC production was done to give UCT academic
programmes a global outreach with participants having access from all around the world
because MOOCs were largely free to access except where in some instances the participant
wanted to get a certificate of participation for which they had to pay (Czerniewicz et al., 2017).
During this endeavour, UCT’s fourth MOOC called Education for All: Disability Diversity and
Inclusion from the Division of Disability Studies introduced to the UCT MOOC design team
situated at the Centre for Innovation in Learning and Teaching (CILT) the need to make online
T&L content accessible to students with disabilities. This was done with various MOOCs from
the Division on Disability Inclusion in Education as reported by Czerniewicz et al.’s (2017)
study in South Africa. This endeavour brought copyright challenges such as copyright
limitations - a barrier mentioned earlier - to the foreground and as such a solution to mitigate

this was to publish T&L resources using a creative commons licence which allows content to
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be reused by the public for free based on the permission granted by the producer via the
licence. This provided better access for people with VI, but this was generally to the few
MOOCs that had been made available while the larger T&L resources used by students with

VI at UCT remained largely inaccessible.

With the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2019, UCT like other universities was abruptly
pushed into emergency remote teaching in 2020 due to inability of university students and
staff to physically meet on campus. This further raised access issues for students with VI
because students with VI could no longer physically access the Disability Services Centre at

the university which helped to meet various accessibility needs.

Further, UCT CILT with UCT Disability Studies Division embarked on a redesigning blended
courses project which aimed to improve teaching and learning through applying Universal
Design for Learning (UDL) in order to make the online provision of the curriculum inclusive
through flexible educational designs but not just for students with VI, but for all students
(McKenzie & Karisa, 2021). This project which is running from 2021 to 2023 hopes to include
inclusive practices from the design of the curriculum rather than requiring accommodations
after courses are developed and the first few courses are already being piloted (UCT, 2021).
Academics who are piloting this project are also supported through EdTech advisors, who are

postgraduate students trained in creating accessible online T&L materials (UCT, 2021).

With these solutions from UCT which are definitely in the right direction, the groundwork is
being laid for a better understanding of the implementation and inclusion of students with VI
into the university curriculum. However, does all this enable students with VI to gain equitable
access to the curriculum? It would definitely help get to the end goal but as stated under the
gaps section of this literature review, all departments are needed in this effort, and also a
look into the lack of training of academic staff in teaching and learning methods including the
implicit ways they influence the curriculum. Copyright has to be engaged further because it
brings about barriers for students with VI. Accessibility of university electronic library
database has to be looked into because it is one of the most important tools at university for

students with VI and the barriers presented by new technology need attention but also
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checking why the IT department at the university doesn’t pursue an active role in the

implementation of WCAG.

Therefore, given these gaps, the barriers highlighted and the current efforts by UCT, this study
asks the question: How do students and staff at UCT understand equitable access to the

curriculum for students with VI?

Bellei and Cabalin (2013) note though that to evaluate if students with VI’s right to education
is guaranteed requires a look into equitable access to quality education. Therefore, the next

section will introduce what equitable access to the curriculum entails.

2.8 Equitable access to the curriculum

Equity in higher education has been an important topic for some time. Mzangwa (2019) notes
in their study about the effects of higher education policy transformation in post-apartheid
South Africa that the reason for this focus is because in earlier times higher education catered
to a certain category of people. Non-white students in South Africa (black, Indian, coloured)
were denied access to elite institutions as reported in Wawrzynski, Heck and Remley’s (2012)
study in South Africa. As inclusion of women, blacks, people with disability and students from
lower socio-economic backgrounds became necessary, equitable access to higher education

became important.

Equity, though, is not a straightforward concept as various authors report. First of all, equity
is different from equality. McCowan’s (2016) article on three dimensions of equity of access
to higher education in Brazil, England and Kenya notes that equality has to do with giving the
same thing to everyone irrespective of their gender, race, ability, or socio-economic
background, for example, giving every student in a class a physical book including students
with VI. That is equality but the student with VI is then disadvantaged due to the inaccessibility
of physical books. Equity on the other hand, is closer to fairness which means giving
opportunity to students who, as indicated earlier, had been excluded from university due to
their context such as race, gender, ability, socio-economic background (Essack, 2012;

McCowan, 2014; McCowan, 2016).
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However, equitable access is not just about access to university, for a student also has to be
set up for success at the university. For instance, if a black South African Xhosa student is
accepted at a university whose medium of instruction is exclusively in English, such as at UCT,
then provision has to be made to accommodate them. Yes, the student has now been
accepted even though he is black, but he still faces the barrier of engaging fully in the
curriculum in English which is not his mother tongue. Therefore, equitable access needs to go
further to provide equality of opportunity which means providing all the necessary
educational tools and support that gives this student the same opportunity as other students
(McCowan, 2016). For instance, it would mean that a student with VI not only is accepted at
university but that content, teaching and learning methods, assessment methods, and
support structures have been considered using the components of the theoretical framework

to be covered in the next chapter.

Equitable access also needs to consider availability of space at a university for marginalised
groups. McCowan (2004) noted that equitable access is not realized if there are insufficient
places for students with VI in cases where universities put a cap on the number of students
with disabilities to be admitted. There might be legitimate reasons, such as an institution not
having enough qualified academics to teach students with VI or not enough assistive
technology, but this would then still constitute discrimination and lack of equitable access.
Therefore, equitable access means access to the university for marginalised groups such as
students with VI, getting a place in that university for them to study, availability of content,
teaching and learning methods, assessment methods and support to succeed at university.
McCowan (2016: 647) states, they “are able to convert that learning and the resulting

qualifications into meaningful opportunities afterwards”.

A further layer is needed for equitable access to the curriculum. Equitable access also
indicates looking at the challenges not only those students with VI face but also the challenges
that academics and support staff who engage with students with VI at university face for them

to have equitable access to the curriculum.

Therefore, staff and student perspectives become crucial for equitable access for it is only

when the complexity that students with VI face is known with practical steps taken to address
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them that students with VI get equal access to opportunities at university. Only then can

students with VI convert learning to meaningful opportunities as stated earlier.

To attempt to understand equitable access, this study is guided by a theoretical framework
which combines four conceptual frameworks (UDL, digital literacies, UNCRPD, hidden and
enacted curriculum) to explore participant views on the research topic. The next chapter will

introduce the theoretical framework of the study.
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Chapter 3 — Theoretical Frameworks

3.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the theoretical framework used to explore participants understanding
on equitable access to the curriculum for students with VI. It will first speak about how the
theoretical framework was formulated and then go into more detail about what constitutes
the theoretical framework, why it was chosen and how it will aid in answering the research

question.

3.2 Formulation of the theoretical framework

Higher education today is more and more enhanced by technology and while technology has
brought benefits in terms of access to the curriculum for students with VI, it has also proved
to be a solution that requires careful implementation. With the increasing use of technology
in teaching and learning, the online curriculum can be engaged in the different contexts of
the university, home, work or leisure. Learning is no longer confined to the four walls of a
lecture hall. Therefore, a framework that would adequately help to guide exploration into the
issues and norms that students have to navigate in different contexts while engaging with the
online curriculum is needed. Digital literacies is an approach and the first component of the
theoretical framework that would guide this exploration by foregrounding the eight elements
of digital literacies to explore the multiple digital literacies students need to navigate in
different contexts to adequately engage with the curriculum, and to examine whether access
to opportunities to develop and acquire these digital literacies exist for students with VI

(Belshaw, 2014).

Acquiring these digital literacies means engaging with the second component of the
theoretical framework called the enacted and hidden curriculum which will be in the
background (Luke, Woods & Weir, 2013; Villanueva et al., 2018). This will allow the
exploration of the opportunities students with VI have access to in order to see if these
opportunities satisfy what the enacted and hidden curriculum make possible. It will also

highlight barriers that exist.
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The enacted curriculum follows a pedagogy and as such the third component of the
theoretical framework called the Universal Design for Learning framework will be used to
explore opportunities and limitations that exist within the pedagogy employed with the
curriculum for students with VI (Centre for Applied Special Technology [CAST], 2021). At the
background of this exploration would be understanding of participants’ views on how
university pedagogy upholds the right to education of the UNCRPD which constitutes the

fourth component of the theoretical framework (UN, 2006).

The next section will now expand on these four components of the theoretical framework.

3.3 Literacy

Literacy is often thought of as the ability to read and write (Lemke, 2002; Belshaw, 2014).
Instead, literacy is about reading for understanding and writing to be understood by others
(Belshaw, 2014). This makes it an inherently cognitive process; however, technical views of
literacy are often reductionist (Belshaw, 2014), limiting literacy to a narrow process that is
disconnected with the context where it is happening. Literacy is usually done with a purpose
such as to communicate with others (Belshaw, 2014; Perry, 2012). It uses tools such as pen
and paper, communicates content and is a social practice manifesting in various ways and

purpose such as a reading group to pass an exam (Belshaw, 2014; Perry, 2012).

There are different perspectives about literacy which are discussed below. The autonomous
model is one such technical view which notes that literacy is a set of neutral skills,
disconnected from its context, that can be applied to any situation and therefore solely refers
to an individual’s ability to read and write by encoding and decoding (Perry, 2012; Lankshear

& Knobel, 2007).

The linguistic perspective differs from this technical view. Perry (2012) states that literacy is
also a form of the use of language and language is usually attached to a particular cultural
context. Cultural contexts are made up of elements such as power, politics, values and
attitudes (Perry, 2012). Therefore, literacy as a form of language is seen as a social practice.

For example, a student in a social group such as a book club reading a book from an author,
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writing down his/her understanding is considered to be engaging in a literacy practice
(Belshaw, 2014). This student probably discusses the book she is reading with her group,
drawing conclusions from the discussions. Therefore, this goes beyond the reductionist view
of the autonomous model described earlier, where this social aspect is usually thought of as
a bolt-on to literacy and not a core part of literacy (Belshaw, 2014). The ideological model
which states that literacy is a set of practices that exist in specific contexts with cultural and
power structures also aligns with the view that literacy goes beyond reading and writing
(Perry, 2012). Therefore, both Belshaw and Perry make the case that there is more to literacy

than reading and writing.

Bhatt (2012), Lankshear and Knobel (2007) states that literacy is contextual because it
embodies both writing and reading within patterns of behaviours that come with attitudes
and values. He spoke of a student whose literacy practice involved her personal, social and
academic spheres. Such a student forms friendships with other classmates during their face-
to-face classes. They may maintain this friendship through social media such as Facebook.
Such friendships allow her to ask questions related to the course and in turn help her
classmates. She gravitates to using WhatsApp to get immediate responses while studying
because she knows certain friends are also online studying. Some of her friends may also be
work colleagues and at work she uses her work email to sometimes share articles she finds
relevant to discussions they had. In all this she navigates through contexts of her home,
university, social and work environments. These literacy practices are complex, not linear,
shaped by behaviour, attitudes and values (Bhatt, 2012). In all these contexts, questions arise
how a student with VI may be excluded from learning activities which we all take for granted

as natural.

The need to see students as actors within multiple contexts and not just in the context of
university can therefore not be over emphasised (Perry, 2012). What is emerging is that
literacy happens in different contexts and involves social practices that are not just about
reading and writing and, as such, there is a need to consider these contexts in terms of how
accessible they are for students with VI and how that impacts on their ability to gain literacy.
What is also emerging is that there is not one definition of literacy and as such it is more

complex than the ability to read and write.
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Adding to this complexity is the use of technology at universities. As such, it would be
appropriate to also look at how literacy happens for students with VI in today’s university
which incorporates a lot more technology into teaching and learning. This complexity and the

literacies involved is what Belshaw (2014) describes as digital literacies.

3.4 Digital literacies

The third industrial revolution brought computerisation and web-based interconnectivity
which universities are still adjusting to and adopting in their teaching and learning activities
(Penprase, 2018). To define digital literacy, Meyers, Erickson and Small (2013) note that it is
a complex concept. They say that digital literacy is the ability of people to use digital tools to
manipulate information from its identification, evaluation, processing and reproduction
within digital environments to a wider conceptual space applying various skills shaped by
norms and practices. They note that this happens in everyday life whether socially,

academically, at work or when collaborating with others.

Littlejohn, Beetham and McGill (2012) like Meyers, Erickson and Small (2013) concur by noting
that digital literacy is shaped by a student’s previous know-how. This know-how is influenced
by dispositions such as how confident the student is, their belief in themselves and the

context where digital literacy is taking place (Littlejohn, Beetham & McGill, 2012).

These dispositions are elements that form part of the eight elements of digital literacies
proposed by Belshaw (2014) (see below), which he claims capture the complexity of digital
literacies. Belshaw hesitated to give a definition of what digital literacy is because he noted
that it is closely tied to the context where learning is happening. Therefore, he argues, just as
Meyers, Erickson and Small (2013) argued, that the culture, language and the kind of
community where learning happens form the context and as such determine what digital

literacy means for such a community which includes people with disability.

Belshaw (2014) further noted that there are multiple digital literacies and not just one digital
literacy happening at any one time. Littlejohn, Beetham and McGill (2012) and Meyers,

Erickson and Small (2013) noted the same with suggestions of not just one capability of digital
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literacy but several such as visual literacy, media literacy, and information literacy. Therefore,
Belshaw (2014) postulates that digital literacy is not a singular word but plural. This study’s
definition of digital literacy is therefore based on Belshaw’s (2014) argument of multiple

forms of digital literacy and as such, adopts digital literacies in the plural.

Furthermore, in order for students to gain digital literacies, they would need to develop skills

and attitudes in what Belshaw (2014) called the eight elements of digital literacies below:

1. Cultural: Digital literacies happen within a context; therefore, understanding the
cultural element helps clarify the context where digital literacies are happening.
Culture is closely tied to issues, norms, and habits and therefore the cultural element
is also about being immersed in different digital environments where these manifest
and how they reduce or create barriers for students with VI (Belshaw, 2014).

2. Cognitive: As much as digital literacies have a social and contextual part, they are also
about expanding the mind of students (Belshaw, 2014). To develop this means
students having the ability to use a range of devices, software platforms and
interfaces. Further, it also means all of these coming together through immersion
rather than a sequential, step-by-step process. This is because, as Belshaw (2014)
argues, literacy and learning do not actually happen in a sequential linear manner but
in a progressive non-linear form. Therefore, students would need to be embedded or
immersed into different digital environments in order for the mind to be expanded.

3. Constructive: This element speaks to the way digital tools are used appropriately to
enable constructive social action (Belshaw, 2014). It is the way we build on each
other’s works to create social cohesion through meaning and as such advance
knowledge further. Therefore, for this element to be valuable to students with VI, the
works of others would need to be in forms that are accessible and malleable for them
to build upon.

4. Communicative: This element cuts across all the other elements because for literacy
to happen communication is always involved (Belshaw, 2014). For effective
communication to occur using a particular digital technology involves knowing,

understanding and applying certain norms and assumptions (Belshaw, 2014).
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However, the medium which communication uses for its transmission affects how
students with VI make meaning of what has been communicated.

Confident: This element is about communities that help build confidence. Belshaw
(2014) says developing the confidence element is about solving problems and
managing one’s learning in digital environments which may be enhanced within a
community that accommodates different ways of learning. A student with VI's ability
to navigate different digital literacies helps increase their confidence to respond to
academic tasks and as such their confidence to gain literacy.

Creative: This element is about the creation of something new that has some kind of
value (Belshaw, 2014). What counts as valuable however depends on the context. For
this element to be developed, Belshaw notes that it requires a level of freedom which
embraces randomness and discovery with sense making bringing it all together to add
value in a specific context. For students with VI, this means the freedom to move
between accessible digital environments within different contexts to create things of
value.

Critical: The critical element involves reflecting about your own digital literacy
practices such as looking at what skills led you to the current practice you have
adopted in digital literacies and also how your practice affects others (Belshaw, 2014).
Belshaw says it is about analysing the power structures and assumptions behind
literacy practices. This element is important in the identification of inclusive practices
for students with VI. This has implications because with each new way of doing things,
new barriers could emerge for a person with disability. Therefore, it helps to
determine who the likely audience would be for a university curriculum that is
accessed online, who is included and who is excluded (Belshaw, 2014).

Civic: “Preparing people to be able to fully participate in society in my mind, is the goal
of literacies” (Belshaw, 2014:58). This statement from the civic element is about how
digital literacies and its practices support the development of civil society. It is linked
with the critical element because it looks at the end goal of digital literacies. Belshaw
says it is about how we self-organise using digital literacies. Therefore, this element
would facilitate measuring the impact of the full participation or lack of for students

with VI in the curriculum by looking at their level of participation, where the
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bottlenecks are in the digital environments and the literacies happening in those

environments.

These elements point to the following questions: In communicating the curriculum in today’s
universities to students with VI, has there been consideration and cognisance that they
navigate multiple digital literacies? If multiple digital literacies are needed to gain literacy in
today’s university, how accessible are opportunities to develop and acquire them for students
with VI? Do students with VI spend more time navigating challenges accessing these literacies,

time that would otherwise have been better spent on learning at university?

Finding out opportunities to acquire these digital literacies for students with VI means better
understanding of how the curriculum is accessed because the purpose of digital literacies is
to enhance full participation in the curriculum. The next section will speak about the second

component of the theoretical framework which is the curriculum.

3.5 The nature of the curriculum

The word ‘curriculum’, according to He, Schultz and Schubert (2015), generally refers to use
of academic books and materials; however, they note that this view no longer represents the
true picture of the curriculum today. Whyse, Hayward and Pandya (2016) see it as what is
being studied, presented as a syllabus with objectives and outcomes that guides students.
Luke, Woods and Weir (2013) go further to see curriculum as the sum total of resources, both
intellectual and scientific, cognitive and linguistic, textbook, the content, assessment
methods, and official and unofficial aspects that come together in teaching and learning
involving students, lecturers and in some ways the community within classrooms and other
learning environments. Curriculum also embodies certain ways of knowing, such as that of
able-bodied people who dominate and as such also privileges able bodied students which
often leaves students with disabilities excluded (UCT, 2018). This domination centres around
what Dolmage’s (2017) called ‘ableism’ that manifests in entrenched representation of
knowledge resulting in a curriculum which is mainly designed for able bodied students.
Therefore, it becomes important to consider epistemological access to the curriculum (Siwela,

2017). Epistemological access has to do with curriculum that caters for the learning means of

56



diverse students including students with VI not just in terms of physical access but also in
terms of content, teaching and learning methods (Siwela, 2017; Muller, 2014). This study first
looks at the forms in which the curriculum manifests such as the official curriculum, the
technical curriculum, the enacted curriculum and the hidden curriculum (Luke, Woods and

Weir, 2013).

3.5.1 The official curriculum

The official curriculum according to Priestley (2019) is the guide, the direction of the
curriculum that prescribes what is to be taught. It therefore specifies the intentions, dreams,
vision and probably the mission of the university such as how human knowledge and subjects
are mapped, as well as the divisions and categories used to specify what the curriculum will
be at a certain time and in a certain context (Luke, Woods and Weir, 2013). This form of the
curriculum is at an ideological level and therefore is like a summary or an outline of the
teaching and learning that is to occur at university. While it is a very important aspect of the
curriculum, it is not the day-to-day experience of it and may or may not manifest in the day-

to-day experience of the curriculum.

Luke, Woods and Weir (2013) assert that any attempt for the official curriculum to dictate
what goes on in the classroom may constrain certain practices and processes such as how
diverse students are accommodated and as such may negatively impact the experience of the
curriculum on a day-to-day basis. They suggest it remains the map but relate the day-to-day
experience of the curriculum to the enacted curriculum. Therefore, this is not the aspect of
the curriculum that this study will focus on because the official curriculum is not always the

experience within classrooms.

3.5.2 The technical curriculum

The technical form of the curriculum, on the other hand, indicates the scope that the
curriculum is to cover (Luke, Woods and Weir, 2013). It determines, from out of the sea of
knowledge out there, which knowledge should be prioritised and as such be included in the
curriculum. It dictates what dominant ideologies, discourses, discipline and knowledge

paradigms, cultural narratives and values feature in the curriculum (Luke, Woods and Weir,
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2013; Connelly, He & Phillion, 2008). Therefore, the technical curriculum chooses from the
unlimited possibilities of knowledge present in the official curriculum, what will constitute

important and valued school knowledge (Luke, Woods and Weir, 2013).

This form of the curriculum is also not the final content that is taught, nor the day to day
experiencing of the curriculum but is the selected knowledge to be taught and how that
knowledge is interpreted which has enabling or disabling ways in the face-to-face interactions
in classrooms. For example, if the technical curriculum recommends teaching diversity in all
disciplines at the university, then this will be an area the university will prioritise. Resources
will be made available to support all disciplines to teach diversity. Therefore, the technical

curriculum sets the priorities for what is to be taught.

Like the official curriculum, the technical curriculum should not describe the entire
curriculum, but rather guide it, otherwise it becomes too prescriptive and as such may not
reflect the local context (Luke, Woods & Weir, 2013). This form of the curriculum is also not
what this study will be focussing on because it does not translate directly into the day-to-day
experience of the curriculum, but its effect on the enacted and hidden curriculum will be

highlighted.

3.5.3 The enacted curriculum

The enacted curriculum is the part of the curriculum that occurs every day. This is the
experiencing of the curriculum, the day-to-day discourse in student and teacher interaction
and relationships (Luke, Woods & Weir, 2013). This is the part that is known as the classroom
curriculum because it demonstrates what is actually taught in class. (Priestley et al., 2021).
This curriculum is the doing part and as such the part of the curriculum that should reflect
more of the context where