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Students, past and present and lecturers have voiced concerns about the tedious process of access and adjustment that students with special needs, face at an institution of higher education. They have pointed to the instances where students with special needs receive a ‘cold shoulder’ from their peers and lecturers. The researcher sought to ascertain information about other experiences that students with special needs have had but discovered a gap in the knowledge about the experiences of students with special needs (McLaughlin, McDonnell & Morison, 1997). It is from this background that the researcher sought to explore the issue of the experiences of two Special Needs Students at an Institution of Higher Education. A case study sought to provide answers to how the institution has catered for them, what limitations exist and what additional provisions can be made. 

Methodology

The researcher used a qualitative research design and adopted the inductive approach. The research was conducted over a period of four (4) months. In order to gain a better understanding of the students’ experiences, data were collected using case studies, interviews and observations. These techniques were chosen based on the nature of the study as well as the sample size. To ensure reliability and validity of the instruments, professional approval and verification were obtained through peer and professional evaluation. 

The target population was students with special needs from the Institution of higher education. The sub-population of students who are visually impaired was selected based on the researcher’s interest. From this sub-group, two students were selected using convenience sampling to participate in the study.  

The Ethical Standards of the American Educational Research Association were adopted by the researcher for this research. Appropriate steps were taken to protect the subjects’ identities and privacy through the use of pseudonyms. The pseudonyms that were developed were Shanar (Subject A) and Tanar (Subject B) respectively. 

The constant-comparative method was used to analyze the data. Progressive focusing, where the researcher got intimate with the data in order to ultimately “refine the focus” was also employed (Chambliss & Schutt, 2010, p.251).

Data Analysis

Table 1.1

Demographic Data

	
	Shanar 
	Tanar 

	Age
	27
	22

	About the Impairment
	Totally Blind: Not born with impairment. Occurred later in life. Had various warning signs overtime. Resulted from glaucoma. Knew what the problem was at initial stage. Impairment does not necessarily act as motivation. Primary motivation is self. Impairment affects academic performance.
	Partially Blind: Not born with impairment. Occurred early in life. No warning signs, occurred suddenly. Genetic/hereditary (Lebers Hereditary Optic Neuropathy). Did not know what the problem was at initial stage. Impairment acts as motivation. Primary motivation is meeting other persons who are visually impaired. Impairment does not affect academic performance.

	Noted Commonalities:
	Participants have a positive attitude, strive to achieve academically and are intrinsically motivated for the most part. They describe themselves as hardworking and independent.  They were both late bloomers but currently take their work seriously as they do not want to fail any courses. This is based on their impairment and financial situation. Stigmatization is a challenge that they face in society but creating a difference in the lives of others is a main goal for them.


The researcher observed students’ experiences relative to a number of variables including effective teaching strategies used, assessment, needs-based training for staff and best practices used when dealing with students who are visually impaired. Observation logs assisted the researcher to arrive at the main themes.

Several themes emerged from the data but the major ones included support systems, communication and administration, environmental preparedness, special financial support, challenges with resources and or services and facilitators’ roles for accommodating students. The data were analyzed using the aforementioned themes.

Ways in which “The Institution of Higher Education” has catered for students with special needs 

The findings revealed variation in subjects’ views of how they are being catered for. Having carefully dissected the findings, the researcher concluded that the majority of the teaching methods used by ‘The Institution’ are effective for teaching students’ with special needs. Both subjects prefer authentic assessments even though Subject B indicated that there was no issue with the traditional method of assessment; provided she is informed ahead of time. Although a gap exists in the literature where assessment of students with special needs is concerned, Yell, Shriner and Katsiyannis (2006) affirmed that these students should be assessed in a manner that produces reliable information. Based on the outcomes of the study, authentic assessments allow for reliability.

Both subjects agreed that ‘The Institution’ has really tried as it relates to making provisions for examinations. Both reported that they were provided with aides who assisted in reading and or writing examinations, a position supported by Olmstead (1991) and Ward and Shapiro (1987). Subject A applauded the effort of the extra time given, but believes that more time can be granted based on the length of examinations (Olmstead, 1991). Subject B highlighted that facilitators ought to inform them prior to the date of examinations. Separate rooms were provided for these students to sit their examinations. 

The results of the study indicate that Subject B has far greater support systems (both inside and outside of ‘The Institution’) than Subject A. These support systems have helped to make life easier for Subject B and have made the nature of most of her experiences positive ones. Based on the data obtained from her, it was deduced that facilitators from some departments were more supportive than facilitators from other departments. There may be numerous reasons for this, including one’s training in the area, the level of motivation, the student-teacher relationship, belief systems, the passion for teaching and catering for all students, among other things. Contrary to Subject B, Subject A reported to have had numerous challenges because of limited support systems. The extent of support can impact their overall experiences. Students with special needs benefit from any kind of support (Hardman, Drew and Egan, 2011) and should be supported to overcome challenges (Dale, 1996).


Limitations in terms of provisions that are made for students with special needs who are enrolled at ‘The Institution’

While ‘The Institution’ has catered for students with special needs in a number of ways, there are still limitations in terms of provisions that are made for them. The findings indicated that at ‘The Institution’ examined, facilitators have not consistently fulfilled their share of the partnership. The inconsistency with facilitators was the major limitation highlighted by the subjects. Facilitators must know and understand the fundamentals of the learners they teach, and be able to empower them towards achieving their goals (Gerlach, 2008).

Based on the results of the study, ‘challenges with important resources and or services’ was the second major issue affecting students. There are no ‘defined’ resources available at ‘The Institution’ for students with special needs, more specifically those with visual impairment. The subjects therefore have to find their own resources, a situation which is contrary to the position of Meinbach (1999) and Wistrom (2012) who advocated for the incorporation of special resources to meet these students’ needs. There was also a gap where transcription, braille information, production of text in large print and provision of specialized equipment were concerned. Olmstead (1991) and Gyles (1999) highlighted these as some important services which can greatly assist students who are visually impaired. Gyles (1999, p.102) acknowledges however that the Kurweil Reader which transforms “print into synthesized speech, may be expensive and difficult to obtain in Jamaica.” Due to the absence of adequate resources, students’ with special needs were sometimes at a disadvantage in the learning environment.

‘Communication with administration’ and ‘environmental preparedness’ were also among the top limitations experienced by the subjects in the study. The subjects felt that they were not properly integrated in the system. In Shanar’s words “It’s like a deep sea and I just have to swim in the deep sea,” while Tanar remarked, “they just throw you in the system like a fish in a big sea for you to survive on your own.” Adding to this, the subjects conveyed that there was ineffective communication to lecturers and students about students with special needs who enter the institution. The subjects were disgruntled that notices were consistently mounted but not to their benefit. They have had to depend on others to read these notices for them. 

Both subjects experienced issues with how the physical environment was arranged. They highlighted the absence of measures or special arrangements in the physical environment. This was a cause for concern not only for their own safety, but the safety of other persons as well. Brennan, Peck and Lolli (1992), Wistrom (2012), and Ward and Shapiro (1987) argued for mechanisms to be in place, as well as a safe and secure environment for students with special needs. As it relates to organizing the instructional environment, the subjects expressed that some of the factors are borne in mind fully by some facilitators, while others care little or none at all. This of course can severely affect the nature of the learning experiences of these students. Wistrom (2012) extensively examined these factors and spoke to the importance of bearing them in mind.
When compared to the others, the additional areas that restricted the subjects were at the lower end of the spectrum. A concern of one of the subjects was that persons chosen to assist were unsuitable and displayed a ‘don’t care attitude’. Castellano (2005) highlighted the huge role that aides play in assisting these students. Ultimately, these students with special needs place full confidence in their aides and expect adequate assistance. 

The findings revealed boundaries in how courses were organized. Some of these areas included unavailability of resources and irrelevance of courses to learning needs. It is of utmost importance that facilitators know from early about the students with special needs that have been enrolled at ‘The Institution’. This knowledge will allow them to adequately plan, explore the possibilities of provision for them and make the necessary preparations to adjust instructions (Green, 2010). 

Both subjects communicated issues of financial support as well as lack of a special needs facility. Students with special needs require their own facility which will help to promote equal opportunity and provide support to help them overcome certain challenges (Dale, 1996). If students feel that they are not well integrated in the school system, they may show signs of withdrawal which can affect their learning and in general the nature of their experiences.

Having enquired, the researcher discovered that The Institution does not have a separate Policy Paper regarding students with special needs.  Mention is made however, of students with special needs in the Handbook.  In comparing what is outlined in the handbook to what the study revealed, it can be argued that a huge gap exist in terms of providing the necessary resources and services for students with special needs.

Provisions that can be made for students with special needs

The success of any institution depends largely on the provisions that are made for its clients. From the findings, there are a number of provisions that the subjects would like to see. The most significant relate to resources and the facilitators’ roles in accommodating students with special needs. Other desired provisions were classified under the headings of public education campaigns, administration, examination provisions, and courses. 

As it relates to public education campaigns, the subjects would like to see ‘no stone unturned’; hence they would like the entire school body to be educated about students with special needs. Subject B believed that this task should be done by either the Administration or Student Services. Ward and Shapiro (1987) posited however, that it is the facilitator’s responsibility to educate other students through various authentic means about students with visual impairment. In order to do so, facilitators should keep abreast of the best practices for interacting or socializing with them. 

Additionally, they would like facilitators to be more understanding, open to change and more flexible, provide resources to assist students with special needs and plan their lessons bearing these students in mind. In some cases, the subjects are not allowed to make recordings of lessons and would therefore like the information to be emailed to them (both class information and general information). Providing explanation when a visual illustration or display is shown is also one of their biggest requests. 

Bearing in mind that the very nature of courses may affect students, the subjects are bidding for less technical and more flexible courses as well as possible exemptions. Among their requests was the communication to facilitators of their presence at “The Institution’. Of interest to the subjects also, is the provision of access to information, provision of scholarships and bursaries as well as a reduction in tuition. 

With regards to resources, the subjects would like railings to be built in well needed areas, computers provided with the JAWS programme, embosser to do braille, microscope and magnifiers for students with low vision, the construction of a Special Students’ Services Office and the implementation of ramps for wheelchair users. A request is also being made for competent and patient persons to read examinations, as well as consideration of fifteen (15) minutes extra for every hour of an examination. Olmstead (1991) reiterated, that specialized services are needed for the visually impaired to assist in the adaptation process. These are vital to students’ success or failure in their courses of study. It could also determine students’ decision in whether to complete their training at ‘The Institution’. 

Conclusion From the Results

Although both participants are in the same learning environment, the nature of their experiences varies based on the factors to which they are exposed. The major factors comprise internal and external support systems, the effectiveness of the instructional methods used and resource availability. Other factors that may have impacted students’ experiences were not discovered in the study. The outcomes of the study disclose that assessment strategies used, and the examination provisions made for students with special needs determine their level of academic success and ultimately contribute to their overall experiences in the classroom. Overall, the findings illustrate that Subject B had more positive experiences than Subject A.

The results of this research establish how vital it is for quality preparations to be made in the mainstream school setting for students with special needs. When quality preparations are made, students will have a chance to fully enjoy their experiences within the learning environment and will be afforded the opportunity of maximizing their full potentials. Importantly, these quality preparations require a collaborative effort from all the stakeholders involved in the education system and to a greater extent, the stakeholders of the institutions within this system. A number of recommendations were outlined for further research inclusive of a data-driven system to assist with matriculation, separate policy paper regarding the operations and facilitation of students with special needs, meaningful educational programmes grounded in research based practices, public education campaigns, a brailled copy of notices posted, Special Needs Lounge and further research on the assessment of students with special needs.
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