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Introduction

It is rightly said that education is empowerment. This saying perhaps has more meaning in the context of the empowerment of the visually impaired because much of the dignity is achieved in society through economic independence and education is the key to this independence for the blind and the low vision. This appears to be one of the reasons for it being a focus area for most of those who have been engaged in the work for the blind 

Yet it is somewhat ironical that despite such focus being there on the education of the blind, education is one area in which the desired stability and success has not been achieved as far as the visually impaired are concerned.
Recognizing the importance of primary and secondary education in the recent years, considerable though not adequate attention has been paid to school education, particularly through the government initiatives and schemes. But very little is talked of and has been done as far as enabling the visually impaired acquire higher education. 
I further argue that in the absence of proper support systems at the level of higher education, much of what a student acquires while in school, in most cases, tends to diminish resulting in the student not being able to fully realize his/her potentials. With a view to highlighting the need for more attention towards the higher education of the visually impaired, this paper hopes to outline some of the challenges and introduce to technological interventions which can be utilized for enhancing the access and the  quality of education for the blind and the low vision.

The Challenges

The primary challenges faced by a visually impaired student as he/she enters the higher education system relate to accessibility: accessibility to materials, accessibility to infrastructure, accessibility to information and accessibility to learning environment. These four challenges are more pronounced in the case of students who come from the special school background. This is because the fact that most of the accessibility needs enumerated above, are taken care of by the system of special education itself. Not many students are able to anticipate the magnitude of such inaccessibility issues when they leave school. As such students are too dependent on the school to look after their needs, in the absence of a substitute support system in the colleges, such students feel at a total loss.

Let's look back a while, people who can't have access to print used to rely on audio cassettes or human readers. So there was a rapid dependency on support worker / volunteer or someone in family. In fact, almost till early 2000, several generous people used to be very busy in either reading books to visually impaired students at their school or home or recording audio tapes for them.
But today, in the era of globalization, it's indeed difficult to get someone to read or even spend sometime to volunteer for people with disabilities and at the same time, especially, for higher education, the volumes of study materials keep increasing and most of them are not readily available in accessible format.

Needless to say that such unsupported students finds it very difficult to get adapted to the new learning environment and at times tend to perform poorly in their studies. This further results in high rate of dropout and high rate of failure among the visually impaired students.

It is noteworthy that ,compared with the situation from a decade earlier, the education scenario for visually impaired students has, thanks to the sustained advocacy and interventions of disability organizations, gradually improved and promises to get better in the years to come.

Technology as an enabler 

Today, technology has made it possible for visually impaired students to read and work on their learning tasks independently. Some institutions for higher learning around the country, like St Xavier’s College, Mumbai, Delhi University and Loyola College in Chennai have already set up ICT centers which facilitate reading and working students who are print impaired. They offer support through digitization, training, and facilities. Organizations like National Association for the Blind and other Daisy organizations convert study materials for blind students and make them available in formats and media of the students’ choice. Students themselves, through peer to peer networks and mailing lists are able to collaboratively produce and share accessible study materials on a variety of subjects ranging from graduation to competitive exams. Another really big boon is the advent of the mobile phone as a suitable platform for listening to books. Today, two international mobile screen reader software’s - Nuance Talks and Mobile Speak - are available in the Indian market at competitive prices and this has led to an increase in the incidence of mobile adoption amongst visually impaired students, at least in the metropolitan cities. Let’s look at some solutions for people with vision impairment.
SCAN, OCR AND READ

This is one of the simplest and easy to get access to the printed material. One can use any ordinary scanner to scan the book and by default, when a page is scanned, it will become an image file. Then, user takes the help of Optical Recognition Software like ABBY fine reader to extract the text from the image and read using the screen reader such as Non-Visual Desktop Access (NVDA). 

TAKING NOTES IN CLASS ROOM

It's often an issue that how visually impaired students could take down the notes in the class room. If it's in the primary school environment, it would be easy to take down the notes in Braille and that would also be helpful to improve the spellings in English. But when it comes to the higher education, it would be helpful to benefit from the use of technologies such as using a laptop / net book so that student can store more data and easy to edit at a later date. One important tip is to ensure students carry ear phones so that screen reader is not audible to rest of the class. Other portable solution is to use smart phone that has QWERTY key pad. Also, one can use gadgets like PlexTalk Player to record notes.

Tactile Diagrams are of great help to teach concepts to students with vision impairment particularly, when it comes to subjects like Geography, Computer Science, General Science or any content that requires the use of diagrams in classroom.
DAISY

Digital Accessible Information System (DAISY) is an international standard develop, maintains and promoted by DAISY Consortium The DAISY is ultimate solution to see printed material in accessible formats once the digital book is developed using DAISY standards, same can be produced in any accessible format, such as Braille, Large print, MP3 and so on. There are several organization in India who produces DAISY books.  Also, the use of Internet would be of great help and easy to find information on any subject or information they would need for.

To conclude, computers, assistive technology and search technologies would be of immense help to visually impaired students for their higher education.

There are many areas of improvement, which institutions of higher education can adopt for enhancing the education experience for visually impaired students. For instance, the provision of digitized reading materials, access to computers with assistive devices, choice of examination methods, maintaining accessible web sites, promoting open access and open educational resources will make a great difference in furthering education amongst visually impaired  students. Institutions could explore new models of imparting education which are proving successful in other parts of the world.
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