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Abstract:

“Education is a powerful instrument of social revolution.”- 







--M.K.Gandhi
Higher education is essential to obtain knowledge, seek better jobs and thereby develop self-confidence. From the past many years, blind persons and workers in the field of Visual Impairment have been pursuing a silent social welfare and revolution in higher education for the persons with visual impairment. It is generally presumed that opportunities and facilities are comparatively few in this specific area of rehabilitation. In the twenty first century, lot of efforts have been made at the government level, non-government level etc., to enhance the  standard of life and make persons with Visual-Impairment self-dependent to through higher education. There are number of opportunities and avenues available to this sector, now. This paper focuses on current and past scenario of higher education for persons with visual-impairment in India. In addition, it examines the hurdles in the higher education for persons with Visual Impairment. This paper will also try to suggest how to overcome the problems coming in the way of higher education for persons with visual impairment.
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Introduction:

We understand that higher education has the special position in the education system of any nation because it is at the apex of the entire educational structure and it can influence all levels of education. Our great universities (Centre of higher education) direct the education policies of nation and have capacity to change the whole educational scenario of nation. Therefore, we must understand the crucial role of higher education in developing human resources (abled or differently abled) for country. It has equal role to everyone without discrimination of cast, creed, sex, economic status, physical and sensory impairment etc. The nation should ensure that everyone could access and get opportunity and facility to receive higher education. So that people could make their life better as well shape and truly contribute to their nation.

UNESCO’s Education Report for the 21st century states that higher education is one of the most important factors in the economic development of any country. The overall development of any nation depends on the number of persons who undergo higher education. This is equally important in the case of persons with visual impairment as most are capable of performing on par with sighted persons in various fields if given appropriate primary and secondary education and encouraged to pursue higher education (ICEVI, 2006). 

What is Higher Education? Need & Relevance:

Generally, we consider higher education begins with post secondary/higher secondary education. Thus, many students begin their higher education after leaving school/college, when they are 17 or 18 years old but people can study higher education at any age and these courses can last from two to five years. Commonly, it includes courses such as: 

· a Bachelor’s/first degree (e.g. B.A., B.Sc., B.Com, LLB etc.) 

· Some vocational courses. 

In the light of above meaning of higher education, It is great challenges and difficulties related to financing, equity of conditions at access into and during the course of studies, improved staff development, skill-based training, enhancement and preservation of quality in teaching, research and services, relevance of programmes and employability of graduates (UNESCO declaration on Higher Education, Oct 9th, 1998). 

India as a developing country has no exception to these problems. In the federal system of India, education is as subject comes under concurrent list. Thus, State as well as centre can make policy at state level as well as central level. Both have autonomy to make law, policy, legislation on education in welfare of nation and state. In this view we have central university and state university system.

The visually impaired who have limited vision or no vision for accomplishment of various visual task. It is believed that when an individual is visually impaired his learning, social interaction, locomotion, general operation and adjustment are bound to be adversely affected. At present many visually impaired students are enrolled under secondary and higher secondary education and they are passing successfully with all disciplines from organization with the help of RMSA (Rastriya Madhyamic Siksha Abhiyan), IED schemes etc every year. After passing of secondary education examination they need to go and enroll in higher education. Therefore, there is highly demand of institutions that they can take admission of visually challenged with all facilities at low cost. Indeed, we urge the requirements of institutions to provide higher education in India.  

Importance and Development of Higher Education:

The Indian Higher Education system is said to be the world’s third largest, preceded by the ones in China and United States (Joseph, 2012). Today, we have 642 universities and 34908 colleges i.e. a large system of higher education and expected to grow even more in the years to come as envisaged by the Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD), Govt. of India (2012). However, enrolment data reveals that only around 12.5% of the population of 18-24 age groups has access to higher education in comparison to around more than 50% students in developed countries. It is needed that the enrolment rate should be increased in the years to come especially with the success of Sarv Siskha Abhiyan (Education for All) and District Primary Education Programme (DPEP). Now India has been poised at a stage of unprecedented growth of higher education. Government has been encouraging the establishment of private universities and colleges to meet the requirements of the people for higher education. India is among the few countries that recognize the rights of disabled in all spheres of life including higher education. The Indian census survey 2001 indicates that disability touches the lives of 20 million people i.e. 2.13% of its total population. Equal access to education including higher education is the matter of right and not a privileged to this class of persons. Several policies, provisions and schemes have been formulated to ensure the equal access to education at all levels including higher education. The Indian Education Commission (1964-66), PWD Act (1995), Action plan of Inclusive Education for Youth with Disabilities (2005) have recommended the rights of persons with special needs to Higher Education. The Persons with Disabilities Act 1995 indicates that disabled persons should have access to education at all levels. The Rehabilitation council of India (RCI) is a statutory body of Govt. of India also made a rule under it section of 19 that Nobody can serve as a professional in field of special education without possession of registration in Central Rehabilitation Registration CRR. The University Grant Commission has launched two schemes in the year 1998 during IX Five year plan. They are namely ‘TEPSE’ (Teacher Preparation in Special Education) and ‘HEPSN’ (Higher Education for Persons with Special Needs) which supported setting up of disability units in Universities. Under this scheme, fund was allocated for 20 Universities initially which applied for a grant. Initially only 13 Universities applied for it and the funds kept lapsing. One of the reasons was lack of sufficient numbers of students with documented disabilities and, secondly, the scheme was never publicized enough for institutions to apply. With these hurdles this scheme is still survived and supported by UGC and carry on during X, XI & XII Five year plan. Many central and state universities are getting fund for establishing centre and appointment of faculties through this scheme. UGC has also created and encouraged to come forward to open equal opportunity cells (EOC) in the universities to overcome the hurdles and facilitate the facilities to students with disabilities at higher education level. EOC establishes computer lab for e-resources to visually impaired students. The visually impaired students are getting academic support from equal opportunity cells (EOC) through various blind soft-wares. But it is set up in only few Indian universities. UGC has also given grants on proposal for the removal of architectural barriers in higher education institution as for making disabled friendly toilets, lifts, accessible ramps, classrooms etc. The many affords has been done by government organization to promote higher education among disabled children. 
However, the number of students with disabilities going for higher or professional education is still very small. Findings of NCPEDP (2004) shows that only 0.1% disabled students are in mainstream educational institution at university level and 0.51% at the school level. Abidi (2004) said that country’s higher education system is not accessible to 09.8 of its disabled youth.  As report presented in a study of ICEVI that only 10% of children with visual impairment have access to any type of education, the percentage of children entering into higher education when compared with the total population of persons with visual impairment is not even 0.5%. There is no doubt that most of these individuals are not able to go in for higher education because of financial and other barriers, although they have the capability to pursue higher education (ICEVI, 2006). The above scenario reveals the seriousness and concern about the challenges and perspectives of higher education for person with visual impairment (PwVI). In India the gross enrolment rate (GER) in higher education is 20.4% and its needs around 30% to full fill the requirement (MHRD, 2012). But these laws and initiatives are not enough to ensure the facility of higher education to visually challenge.

Challenges in higher education among PwVI:

There is generally observed as the five most significant challenges which are faced by blind and visually impaired students wishing to study at the university level: as 1.Attitudinal barriers in the higher education community 2.Access to reading materials 3.Access to assistive technology 4.Orientation and environmental accessibility 5.Financial support.
Besides the above challenges, Lack of facilities, resources and attitude as per needs of visually challenged in our educational institutions are very common. The common problems in the way of higher education for visually impaired are as:

(i)Where to study: 

In deciding where to study, it is natural that the students with visually impaired are tempted to apply only to those institutions which seem to have good provision for their needs. These questions may be raised about where to study and how to minimize the problems and get right decision.
Academic considerations: Facilities and reputation of the university or college? What subjects are taught? Academic support such as a personal tutor, Library facilities, Careers service.   

Location: Near home? Away from home?  Campus or multi site? In the city or suburbs? Near to transport, such as bus or train station or taxi service?  

Student community: How many students are there? (Is the university small or large?) What age groups?  

Experience: Staff attitude to you as a disabled person? Other disabled students? 

Access: To lecture theatres and teaching rooms? To the library, the books, photocopier, etc? To a parking space? To leisure facilities? Other ways, e.g. induction loops, clear signs, good lighting. 

The answer of above questions may solve the problems and facilitate to person with visual impairment in taking good decision about where to study.
(ii)What to study:

In deciding what to study, all students should start the search for a university or college by deciding what course you want to study. There are many things you may need to think about such as: 
· Is the course needed to get the job you want to do? Would it help? 

· Could you do your chosen career with a HE qualification in any subject? 

· Which subject(s) do you want to study? Are you happy with the course content? (The same course at different universities can vary in content and teaching). 

· Do you want to study full-time or part-time? 

· Which teaching methods will be used? 

· What assessment methods does the course have? 

· What level of course do you want? 

· Do you fulfill the entry requirements? Is there a related course with different requirements? 

· Do you want the course to include work experience? 

· Do you want it to include some study abroad? 

The challenge for the visually impaired person what to study will be minimized up to some extent with the help of getting above questions. 

(iii)The support you may need while studying:

It is also crucial challenge for person with visual impairment in getting higher education that is special needs support. About institutions, persons, administrators etc. require in supportive ways to special needs. So, visually impaired person may ask following questions before getting admission for higher education in University/colleges/institutions:

· Is there a special needs support or learning support office?

· Are there any particular facilities for disabled students? For example, softwares for blinds, Braille books, technical devices as scanner, Braille printers etc. If these are not available, can they be arranged in time for the start of your course? 

· If you need medical treatment, is there a suitable centre available locally or on campus? 
Above points are important issues related to support in academic excellence for person with visual-impairment.

(iv)Support with day-to-day living:

The university may already have some of the support you need, but will not always provide or pay for all the assistance or equipment you need. You may be able to pay for specific disability support through the disabled Students’ Allowances. It is worth thinking in advance about disability needs you may have. Guidance is available in Skill’s information booklet: the needs of disabled students in further and higher education. There are following such issues which may need support in day to day life while studying at campus or outside of the campus:

Accommodation: Private accommodation – Cost? Location? Size/accessibility of rooms? Safety?

On campus – Cost? Catered or self-catering? Rooms for disabled students? Lifts? Laundry facilities? Integrated with other students? Will they install equipment or make adaptations? 

Safety? Fire procedures for disabled students? 

Will they provide a room for your personal assistant if you have one? 

Recreation and leisure:
Access to university facilities: clubs, societies, adapted sports materials facilities, shop, bank, students’ union? It is important to be able to access the local area as well as the college, especially if you are living away from home. 

(v)Money and funding:

This is also very important issue and challenge in getting higher education. For visually impaired person, Government has given provision under schemes, acts etc. and made available through Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, Ministry of Human resource development under different schemes such as ADIP, NHFDC, UGC, IEDC etc.

Causes affecting quality and Suggested Activities in Higher Education for Person with Visual Impairment:
There are several causes that affects the quality of higher education as Lack of qualified faculty, Lack of ability, Low quality research, Administrative difficulties, Defective curriculum and examination system, Lack of colleges and universities, Lack of Human resource training centre, Lack of proper investment, Lack of proper law and Lack of values. Particularly for Visually challenged we may suggest adaptation in existing facility and infrastructure in university or college. It may be pointed as follows:

(i)Provision and Facilities in Higher Education for Persons with visually impaired:

The Persons with Disabilities Act 1995 indicates that disabled persons should have access to education at all levels. The Rehabilitation Council of India (RCI) has also ensured the educational rehabilitation to all disabled students. The social justice and empowerment (Department of disability affairs) is trying to establish the university and provision to prepare the manpower to cater the services in higher education. Many initiatives are taken by the govt. of India through their various education agencies to provide higher education resources.      

(ii)Financial Assistance: 

Financial assistance to the university departments and colleges of education has been given by the UGC as per the following norms to promote higher education: The institution must have one professor or one reader and two lecturers to run a B.Ed. course; and one professor, one reader and three lecturers for an M.Ed. course in special education in any one of the specific disability areas with a minimum of 20 students and a maximum of 30. The implementing institute should also provide extension services to the special schools and integrated schools to strengthen the quality of special education in those settings. In addition to the salary grant, the UGC will provide a maximum of Rs 4,00,000/- per year per institute towards purchase of books, journals, special aids and appliances for its special education teacher preparation courses.

(iii) To create awareness:
It is a fact that universities and colleges are not fully aware of the needs of differently-abled persons in higher education. In order to develop awareness in the higher education system and also to provide necessary guidance and counseling to differently-abled persons, it is proposed to establish special units in universities/colleges in the country. The functions of this unit will be to: 

1. facilitate admission of persons with disability; 

2. provide guidance and counselling to differently-abled individuals; 

3. create awareness about the needs of persons with disabilities, and other general issues concerning disabilities; and 

4. Assist disabled graduates to gain successful employment in the public as well as private sector. 

(iv) Providing Access to Persons with Disabilities:
It has been felt that persons with disabilities need special arrangements in the environment for their mobility and independent functioning. It is also a fact that many institutes have architectural barriers that disabled persons find difficult for their day-to-day functioning. The universities and colleges under this scheme are expected to address this problem according to the Persons with Disabilities Act 1995, and ensure that all existing structures as well as future construction projects in their campuses are made disabled friendly. 
The institutes should create special facilities such as ramps, rails and special toilets, and make other necessary changes to suit the special needs of differently-abled persons. 

(v) Providing Special Equipment to Augment Educational Services for Differently-abled Persons:
Persons with disabilities require special aids and appliances for their daily functioning. Now, this era is information era. The information communication technology (ICT) is essential features. All higher education should be equipped with and provide softwares as per needs of students with visual impairment. So that s/he may access the information in getting higher education. These aids are available via various schemes of the Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment. There may also be a need for special types of expensive equipment, which may need to be acquired by the institutes. Availability of devices such as low-vision aids, scanners, mobility devices, etc. in the institutes would enrich the educational experiences of persons with disabilities. Therefore, universities/colleges are encouraged to procure such devices. 

Thus, there is a need for a change at the philosophical level at the individual and institutional level as:

· At the individual level, visually impaired students need to take full responsibility for their education
· At the institutional level, all facilities in terms of a favorable environment need to be provided. However, to ensure that the quality of input is good, standards to assess performance should not be diluted, purely because one is visually impaired. 
The traditional tools that were used to give access to education are inadequate. Better tools which the latest information technology revolution provides needs to be used.
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