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Abstract: Library patrons with special disabilities have often
faced many challenges in making optimum use of the resources
that are provided by academic libraries, in Zimbabwe. This
study focused on the visually impaired (blind) students in
particular, who have for a very long time faced challenges in
accessing information in most African countries. The aim of the
study was to investigate the establishment of Disability Resource
Centres (DRCs) and the assistive technologies that are currently
being used by visually impaired students in academic libraries in
Zimbabwe. The study used the qualitative research design and
survey strategy of research. The study population included (9)
nine librarians and (30) thirty visually impaired (blind) students.
The libraries under study included Midlands State University
Library, National University of Science and Technology Library
and The Dorothy Duncan Centre. The researchers decided to
carry out this study at these three institutions because they are
located in different regions of the country. Therefore, the results
obtained from participants in these different geographic areas
may vary which gives an accurate situation of the provision and
use of assistive technologies in these institutions. Questionnaires,
interviews and observation methods were used for data
collection. The collected data was presented in form of graphs,
tables, pie charts and qualitative statements which depicts
responses from participants during interviews. The Social Model
of Disability was used, for guiding the research. The study
findings revealed that Zimbabwe is still lagging behind in terms
of establishing Disability Resource Centres as well as provision of
assistive technologies in these Centres. The study also established
that there is inadequate assistive technologies in the few
established Disability Resource Centres in Zimbabwe. Academic
libraries are not receiving funding from authorities for them to
be able to establish DRCs. The study recommends that,
Universities in Zimbabwe ought to establish Disability Resource
Centres (DRCs) as well as setting aside funds for purchasing of
assistive technologies to be used by visually impaired students. In
addition staff in DRCs and students with blindness or visual
impairment should be trained in the use of assistive technologies
for them to be able to make optimum use of the technologies.
There is also need for promoting inclusivity in academic libraries
in Zimbabwe, this can be achieved if university authorities,
lecturers and librarians change their attitude towards disabled
students.

Key words : Disability, Assistive technologies, Disability Resource
Centre.

I. INTRODUCTION

he purpose of this study was to find out the extent to

which Academic Libraries in Zimbabwe have established
Disability Resource Centres. As well as to ascertain the
various types of assistive technologies that can be used by the
visually impaired (blind) patrons in Academic libraries which
have Disability Resource Centres. This study aimed at
contributing to theory, research, practice and policy. Thus, by
identifying and analysing the existing assistive technologies
being used by visually impaired (blind) students in academic
libraries in Zimbabwe. The study hoped to sensitise relevant
authorities such as, policy makers to start drafting policies that
aims at provision of assistive technologies in libraries,
university management to prioritise funding of infrastructure
for Disability Resource Centres. The study was limited to
studying DRCs and assistive technologies for the visually
impaired (blind) students in Academic Libraries in Zimbabwe.
Through this research study librarians were encouraged to
appreciate the need to train, improve the quality of service and
use variety of assistive technologies in their libraries to assist
the visually impaired.The research also empowered the
visually impaired library patrons to use state of the art
Disability Resource Centres which are equipped with a variety
of modern assistive technologies. Furthermore, society in
general was reminded to observe the rights of disabled
students as well as granting them easy access to information
and other resources.

Statement of the problem

Through observation there is a group of familiar library users
who frequent the library in pairs, a visually impaired (blind)
student being led by another student who is not blind.
Through further inquiries, it was revealed that the other
student who is not blind will be leading the blind student
around the library as well as selecting information sources and
borrowing them for the blind student. It was also learnt that
when the blind or partially sighted students are not using
printed braille information sources the sighted students also
help their friends by reading books and journals for them. All
the above scenarios, triggered the researchers to ask questions
such as; what could be done to improve this situation, are
there no other information sources that can be used by
visually impaired students apart from braille information
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sources, books and journals that are used by the sighted
students. What are the current trends in library and
information science technology?, What assistive technologies
are being used in Academic Library Disability Resource
Centres in Zimbabwe?.

This study was guided by the following objectives;

i. To establish the extent to which academic libraries
have established Disability Resource Centres in
Zimbabwe.

ii. To identify the wvarious types of assistive
technologies used by visually impaired students in
academic libraries in Zimbabwe.

iii. To ascertain the challenges faced by academic
libraries in establishing Disability Resource Centres
for those libraries which do not have these Resource
Centres.

iv. To establish whether the librarians and library
patrons have received training in the use of assistive
technologies.

Il. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study used qualitative research design because it is
concerned with studying a phenomena in its natural state.
Qualitative research design was also suitable for this study
because the research was not concerned with testing a theory
or proving a hypothesis, instead it was concerned with
exploring the establishment and use of assistive technologies
in Disability Resource Centres, as well as generating a theory
after the results. This study used the interpretivist philosophy
which is also referred to as the anti-positivist or post positivist
approach. The reason being that it differs from the positivist
approach of conducting research which relies on experiments,
while the interpretivists believe in conducting surveys and
observations to gather information from research participants
to understand their perceptions, views, opinions and attitudes
about particular phenomena. The sample size of this study
comprised of 9 librarians and 30 visually impaired (blind)
students. Thus, 3 librarians were selected from each of the 3
University Disability Resource Centres studied. The 10
visually impaired (blind) students were selected from
Midlands State University, then 20 students were from the
Dorothy Duncan Centre for the Blind, while at National
University of Science and Technology there were no students
with visual impairments, only 3 librarians were studied. This
study used probability sampling technique which is a method
that gives each person in the universe an equal chance to be
selected for the sample. Gerrish and Lacey (2010) asset that
probability sampling means that each unit in the target
population has an equal chance of selection. The study made
use of three instruments for data collection which were
interview guides, observation schedules and questionnaires.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

Information Communication Technology (ICT) and other
related assistive technologies have brought hope to many
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students with visual impairment because it affords them the
opportunity to access learning materials  which they
previously could not access (Hollier, 2007). In this 21%
century, where ICT are dominant across all nations, students
with visual impairment can now access learning materials or
information through voice synthesizable library books, voice
readable graphics, computer monitors with audio output and
digital enlargeable (zoom text) to mention just a few services.
Furthermore, students with visual impairments can also use
internet to access information globally and to perform other
online services (Hollier, 2007). According to Watling, (2011)
and Lane- Fox (2010) ICT has brought about effective
learning and a positive learning experience to students with
visual impairments particularly those who are at institutions of
higher learning. Learners with disabilities have historically
faced discrimination, especially in Africa communities. Thus,
individuals who are blind were often discarded at birth,
abandoned, housed in sanitariums or socially excluded from
their communities (Koestler, 2004).

Willsher (2009) states that the physically disabled student has
often been marginalised or ignored and has been
inappropriately placed in the same category as other minority
groups in higher education. Because of either a physical or
learning disability, disabled students have been much more
challenged in educational environments than other groups of
students. Ekwelem, (2013) states that, in recent times a good
number of articles have discussed technologies that would
enable students with disabilities to take full advantage of
library services. However, the sad truth is that the
proliferation of information does not guarantee accessibility
and also availability does not equate to accessibility, in most
African academic libraries. This scenario is in contrast with
the International Federation of Library Associations and
Institutions (IFLA) and UNESCQO’s, Public Library Manifesto
of (1994) which emphasis that libraries must promote
inclusivity and not discriminate on the bases of age, race, sex,
religion, nationality, language or social condition.

Information is vital to all human beings so every academic
library should aim to provide the right information at the right
time and in the right format to its clients regardless of race,
religion, age, nationality, language and people with
disabilities. It is the duty of every library to provide proper
services to those who do not have easy access to them, such as
the mentally and physically disabled, the ill and the
imprisoned. In Zimbabwe, of late and even upto now
universities across the country attract a few students with
disabilities because of inadequate facilities and formats that
suits their disability status. Shoko (2016) observes that, for
more than a decade of socio-economic challenges many
people living with disabilities in Zimbabwe are among the
most marginalised and excluded group of people compared to
their peers they are less likely to access health, education and
other services. They are often excluded from opportunities to
participate in their communities and are more vulnerable to
segregation, violence and abuse.
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The American Library Association (ALA) (2008) has long
hailed that libraries were places where people could access
and exchange information in a manner that was undeterred by
predisposed policies and barriers. The (ALA) statement states
that the work of the association of libraries is to ensure access
to information and enhance learning and ensure access to
information and the preamble to the Library Bill of Rights
clarifies that all libraries are forums for information and ideas
(ALA, 2008). In 2008, the ALA offered an interpretation of
this Bill of Rights as applies to persons with disabilities. In
part it reads “ALA recognises that persons with disabilities are
a large and often neglected part of society”. In addition to
many personal challenges, some persons with disabilities face
economic inequality, illiteracy, cultural isolation and
discrimination in education, employment and the broad range
of societal activities. The library plays a catalytic role in their
lives by facilitating their full participation in society (ALA,
2009).

Saumure and Given (2004) articulates that,since they cannot
use traditional print materials and must use alternative means
of accessing academic information (Braille, audio books and
electronic documents) which in most cases are not readily
available, the blind or visually impaired learners can be
regarded as marginalized in their information seeking.
However, while recent reports indicated that persons with
disabilities are still on the economic margins of society. More
and more students with disabilities are graduating from higher
education institutions (Statistics Canada, 2008).

Mates (2000) says with recent advances in adaptive
technologies people with visual impairments are gaining
ground in the stamped for gaining access to information and
their ability to locate information has been enhanced.
Dermody and Majekodunmi (2011) concur by asserting that
there is no doubt that technology has opened the door for
students with disabilities. Thus, from screen readers to
augmentative communication programs, persons with
disabilities can attend classes, participate in discussions, and
read and write assignments independently.

Libraries have usually been early and enthusiastic adopters of
new information technologies (Mahmood and Richardson,
2011) quoted by Matingwina (2014). Lukasiewicz (2007)
quoted by Matingwina (2014) observed that the technological
environment is ever changing and this has transformed the
traditional role of academic libraries. Lukasiewicz (2007)
further elaborated that the academic libraries are expected to
serve more and more users with diverse needs in an ever
changing environment. Therefore academic libraries should be
more proactive in offering better services.

A similar research was carried out by Chomba (2009) at
Kenyatta University in Kenya and Syracuse University in
USA to study assistive technology and access to quality
instruction for blind and visually impaired students. The
results of this study are different from those of the study
carried in Zimbabwe because the results indicate that there are
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several modern assistive technologies at University of
Syracuse such as smart boards, tape recorders, CCTVs,
embossers, magnifiers, JAWS, Ipods, Ipads and Iphones,
magic dictate, Dragon Naturally, , and scanner with digital
converter. The University in addition had Kurzweil 100 and
Kurzweil 3000. These are voice output optical character
recognition devices which are designed for use by individuals
who are blind or have low vision (Hasselbring and Glaser,
2000) furthermore Kenyatta University had a variety of
assistive technologies like those at Syracuse.

IV. DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS

The researchers distributed questionnaires to respondents and
also conducted interviews. The breakdown showing
questionnaires issued against the questionnaires returned
(response rate) is shown on the table and chart below and it is
expressed in percentages.

Response Rate

Table 1. Questionnaire and interview response

Questionnaire Questionnaires Percentage of
Issued Returned Return
Respondents 39 28 72%
Total 39 28 2%
Gender

The pie chart below reflects the gender of the subjects. Out of
the total number of 28 respondents, 54% of the subjects were
male, and 46 % female. There was an almost balance of
gender.

Gender

Figure 1. Response Rate

Current status pertaining to the establishment of Disability
Resource Centres

Table 2. shows that the majority (92.9%) of the respondents
indicated that their libraries have established a Disability
Resource Centre and 7.1% indicated that they don’t have such
developments.

Table 2. Our library has a disability resource centre

Frequency Percent C%?x:lj:tve
Yes 26 92.9 92.9
No 2 7.1 100.0
Total 28 100.0
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Face to face interview with NUST Library Staff

The Researcher conducted face to face interviews with 2 staff
members of the NUST Library, a Systems Analyst and the
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other one is a Chief Library Assistant. The NUST Library staff
members divulged that NUST Library does not have a
Disability Resource Centre.
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Figure 2. Assistive technologies in use

Figure 2. above gives assistive technologies in use for blind
and visually impaired students in academic libraries in
Zimbabwe. The most common as shown from the graph are
Braille embosser, JAWS software, Speech to text software,
Text to speech software, Daisy format/player, Zoom text
magnifier, Screen readers, Dragon naturally speaking and
CCTV readers. At least 79% of the respondents indicated that
Braille embosser (86%) and JAWS software (79%) are the
two most common across academic libraries in Zimbabwe.

Challenges that are faced by libraries in establishing
Disability Resource Centres

Challenges in establishing a Disability Resource Centre at
NUST

i Lack of Policy, the NUST disability policy was
drafted and abandoned before it was adopted and
implemented.

ii. Lack of resources such as hardware and software.

iii. Lack of financial resources.

iv. Negative attitude towards the disabled students.

V. Lack of appreciation of the disabled students.

vi. Low numbers of students with disabilities at NUST.

During the discussion the librarians revealed that in the library
there was 1 disabled librarian who is deaf. The librarians also
mentioned that there is a blind lecturer at NUST who
frequents the computer laboratory in the library. The librarians
said the visually impaired lecturer visits the computer
laboratory in the company of someone who will assist him in

accessing information resources. Unfortunately the librarians
also disclosed that ,this visually impaired lecturer lost his
sight whilst working with chemicals in a laboratory in his
department of chemical engineering.

Pertaining to the issue of low numbers of students with
disabilities at NUST, the researchers suggested that if NUST
where to advertise in the print and electronic media that it is
now enrolling students with disabilities may be 30 to 40
students would come and enrol with the Institution, and one of
the librarians concurred by saying not only 30 to 40 students
but hundreds of students would come to NUST.

Face to face interview with Midlands State University DRC
Librarian

Midlands State University is the second university in
Zimbabwe with a Disability Resource Centre, coming after
University of Zimbabwe (UZ). The Midlands State University
Disability Resource Centre has 5 Librarians, 1 operates as the
coordinator, the other one is responsible for producing braille
material books and examination papers, the other works in the
computer lab and the other 2 work in the library.

The researchers interviewed one of the librarians at Midlands
State University who revealed that the Resource Centre has
not been established according to the expected standards
because of a number of reasons cited below.

Challenges in providing assistive technologies at MSU

i. Lack of funding.
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ii. Lack of adequate assistive technologies.

iii. Disabled students struggle to pay their fees at MSU.

iv. Inadequate training on the use of assistive
technologies.

However, the Senior librarian at Midlands State University
DRC revealed that she talked to the librarian about the issue
of resourcing the DRC and she was promised that she would
receive funding for more resources. The Researchers asked
the Senior Librarian why MSU admits few students with
disabilities and she responded by saying the reason is because
MSU requires students with disabilities to pay fees which is
unlike the University of Zimbabwe which admits more
students because the students do not pay fees.

Face to face interviews with librarian of Dorothy Duncan
Centre for the Blind

Dorothy Duncan Centre for the blind is the only Centre for the
blind in Zimbabwe which offer a number of services for
visually impaired students and other blind users such as
parents. The centre provides library services, rehabilitation
services and training to visually impaired students who are
registered with the institution. The researchers interviewed the
Librarian at Dorothy Duncan Centre who also took them
around the institution showing them the various departments,
such as the library, the training laboratory, the rehabilitation
section and audio studio. The Librarian also said Dorothy
Duncan Centre library serves 2000 students every year.

Library Services at Dorothy Duncan Centre

i Training of new students on how to use assistive
technologies.

ii. Rehabilitation training on using mobility devices
such as white cane.

iii. Provision of braille books to 62 primary and
secondary schools.

The Dorothy Duncan Centre Librarian also revealed that the
Centre also provides 62 schools with braille books which are
supposed to be returned at the end of the year fore- binding
because some of them would have some torn pages. The
schools are also allowed to donate the books to other schools
that need the books. The researchers observed 2 blind
students receiving training on how to use the library software.
A brief discussion with the students revealed that 1 of the
students got blind at the age of 48 years due to a health
problem of Glaucoma, and the other student said he got blind
in 2015 after completing his 1% degree at Midlands State
University the cause of blindness was Meningitis.

Challenges in providing assistive technologies at Dorothy
Duncan Centre

i The assistive devices are not enough.
ii. The devices that are currently used needs to be
updated.
iii. It is very expensive to change the materials.
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The need for additional assistive technologies at the library

While all respondents acknowledged the establishment of a
Disability Resource Centre, all indicated the need for more
assistive technologies in academic libraries. This is shown in
the following figure.

Our library need additional assistive technology

Strongly

Disagree
% disagree

Neutral oo
0% \I/ 0%

Figure 3. Usage of assistive technologies per week

The following figure show usage of assistive technologies by
respondents more frequently. More than half (57%) are in
frequent use compared to 43% who do not frequently use
assistive technologies.

Use of assistive technologies
regularly

Figure 4. The Efficiency of assistive technologies in accessing information at
the library.

Slightly above half of the respondents (52.4%) were for the
idea that current assistive technologies in academic
institutions are efficient in accessing information. The
difference (47.6%) was against. The table below gives more
information.
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Table 3. The staff was trained on how to use assitive technologies
Frequen Percen Valid Cumulative
cy t Percent Percent
Yes 11 39.3 52.4 52.4 126
Valid No 10 35.7 47.6 100.0
Total 21 75.0 100.0 100
Missi Syste 7 250
ng m z
Total 28 100.0 g ..
T
2
w

The assistive technologies in our library enable students easy
access to Information .

In terms of easy access to information using assistive
technologies, the following table indicates that 85.7% of the
respondents were in agreement that assistive technologies
enable easy access to information. The remainder (14.3%)

2.5

were somehow against. 0o - - - -
Strongly Agree Agree Meither agree nor Disagree
disagree
Table 4. The staff was trained on how to use assitive technologies
Freque Perce Valid Cumulativ
ncy nt Percent e Percent Figure 5. The students were trained on how to use assistive technologies
Yes 18 64.3 85.7 85.7

) Regarding students the following table indicates that 57.1%
Vali No 3 10.7 14.3 100.0 were trained on how to use assistive technologies against

Tota 2 250 100.0 42.9% who are yet to be trained. This suggests the need for
i ' training particularly on the student side in some academic
Miss | Syst 7 25.0 institutions.
ing em
Total 28 100.0
The assistive technologies in our library are adequate Table 6.
i L i . i Freque Perce Valid Cumulativ
However still on assistive technologies in academic ncy nt Percent e Percent
institutions, 75% of the respondents indicated that there is Yes 12 429 57.1 57.1
n more since they felt th rren hnologies in ;
eed to add more since to ey felt the current technologies Vali No 5 1 129 1000
use are not adequate, 25% were in between. The following d ot
table gives finer details. T 21 75.0 100.0
Table 5. '\I’L';S Seﬁt 7 25.0
Frequen Perce Valid Cumulative Total o8 100.0
cy nt Percent Percent :
Valid | No 2 5.0 100.0 100.0 Need for further training on the use of assistive technologies
Missi Syste 7 25.0 X L. . -
ng m : The following table indicates that there is need for training
Total 28 100.0 and or further tra!niqg for efficient use _of assist_ive
technologies. 75% indicated the need for training against
Staff training on the use of assistive technologies 25% who were neutral.
A cumulative 85.2% of the respondents agree to strongly Table 7.
agree that the staff was trained on how to use assistive . Cumulati
. . . . Freque Perce Valid
technologies as shown in the following bar chart. 7.4% neither ncy nt Percent ve
agreed nor disagreed and 7.4% disagreed. Vai Percent
g | ves 21 75.0 100.0 100.0
Miss Syst 7 250
1ng em
Total 28 100.0
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The staff is willing to assist students in using assistive
technologies

Staffs in academic institutions libraries are more than willing
to assist students in using assistive technologies. The
following table and bar graph indicates that 90.5% are willing
against 9.5% who are unwilling.

Table 8.
Frequen Perce Valid Cumulative
cy nt Percent Percent
Yes 19 67.9 90.5 90.5
Valid No 2 7.1 9.5 100.0
Total 21 75.0 100.0
Missi Syst 7 250
ng em

Total 28 100.0

The staff is willing to assiststudents in using assistive technologies

20

Frequency

=

T T
‘fes No

The staff is willing to assiststudents in using assistive technologies

Figure 6.

The results of the study also show that academic libraries in
Zimbabwe need additional assistive technologies in their
libraries as indicated by the results which reveal that many
students advocated for the addition of assistive technologies to
their libraries than those who said the assistive technologies
where enough.

The study also revealed that the variety of assistive
technologies that are used in academic libraries in Zimbabwe
were very few. Thus for example students use Braille
embosser, JAWS software, speech to text software, text to
speech software DAISY, Zoom text, CCTVs and screen
readers. These assistive technologies may be available in
academic libraries in Zimbabwe but were obsolete and out of
order.
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At NUST the study reveal that Disability Resource Centre has
not been established because of lack of a policy on the
admission of disabled students. This finding affirms Alemna
and Dodoo’s (2003) findings which show that public
universities in Ghana did not have written library policies for
the visually challenged students. The finding, however
contradicts with that of Seyama (2009) who reveals that the
University of Kwazulu Natal had a library policy for the
students and staff with disabilities to ensure efficient access to
information for this special group of people in the university

The study found out that academic libraries in Zimbabwe face
many challenges in establishing Disability Resource Centres
due to: lack of policy, lack of resources, lack of funding,
negative attitudes of librarians, university policy makers, and
the blind and visually impaired students. low numbers of
students with disabilities and , out-dated  assistive devices
and software. These challenges were confirmed in other
studies reviewed in the literature which revealed that the same
challenges were affecting libraries in other countries.

The findings of the study also indicates that one of the barriers
to the establishment of Disability Resource Centres and
provision of assistive technologies to the visually impaired
students is the problem of negative attitudes of stakeholders of
the academic institutions. A similar study to the current was
carried out by Shunmugan (2002). The results revealed that
most of the identified problems such as inaccessible services
and attitudinal barriers from the university community were
not specific to a campus but rather to the university as a
whole.

V. RECOMMENDATIONS
e Establishment of Disabilities Resource Centres

When establishing an academic library the responsible
authorities should ensure that Disability Resource Centres
have accommodations for disabled people such as wheelchair
ramps, elevators, bathrooms with facilities for the disabled
and assistive technologies. This study recommends that NUST
Library and MSU Library should set up an assistive
technology workstation in the Main Library with various
assistive technologies such as screen readers scanners, JAWS
and CCTVs, like what other universities have done According
to Burgastahler et al (2008) the university of Texas library has
a workstation which provides computers with screen readers,
screen magnifiers, word prediction software, scanners and
other assistive devices. Similar provision was made at the
University of Washington (Railes and MacDonald, 2006)

e  Provision of Funding

University authorities in Zimbabwe should ensure that they
provide enough funding for the purchase of assistive
technologies that enable blind and visually impaired students
easy access to information. Apart from funding the authorities
should also engage in resource sharing with other libraries to
ensure that students have access to a variety of materials.
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e Regular Upgrade of Assistive Technology Devices

The assistive technologies in the libraries should be regularly
upgraded by buying new hardware and software which are
compatible with the latest assistive technology devices. In
addition librarians should also ensure that blind and visually
impaired and staff who work in Disability Resource Centres
are regularly trained on how to use new technologies that
would have been added to their library.

e  Acquisition of Assistive Technologies

Disability Resource Centre staff should regularly buy new
assistive technologies to complement the ones they have in
their libraries. New technologies should also be purchased to
replace old and obsolete devices.

e Change of Attitude

The attitude of all the stakeholders who are involved in the
provision of education to disabled students should change.
The university authorities should recognise the need to
provide educational services to the disabled students. Lectures
should be patient with disabled students and give them an
extended period of time to enable them to complete
assignments like their colleagues. Librarians should also be
willing to assist disabled students when ever the students
request for their assistance.

e Policy on Free Education for Disabled Students

Academic libraries should also ensure that disabled students
do not pay fees like what they do in other institutions such as
hospitals and clinics, this will enable the institutions to attract
more students.

e Training for Librarians and Staff

The DRC staff should be trained in the use of assistive
technologies as well as how they can impart skills on students.
The students also should receive training for them to be able
to use assistive technologies efficiently.
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