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Abstract: This study explored how English language teachers at Sultan Qaboos University‟s 

Center for Preparatory Studies in Oman perceive practices and challenges related to inclusive 

education and innovating in teaching English to visually impaired students. The study was 

carried out taking descriptive qualitative approach. Interviews with seven English language 

teachers were used to collect data. We asked them about both successful and challenging as-

pects of creating an inclusive language learning environment and using assistive technologies. 

We found that assistive technology is crucial to language learning of special needs students. 

The identified challenges include insufficient teachers‟ knowledge and expertise in inclusive 

education, lack of institutional focus of attention on systematic planning and material design 

for inclusion, novelty of the concepts of inclusive education and assistive technology among 

others. The results of the study indicate the need for targeted teacher training and professional 

development, and suggest that innovations in education and technology can be effectively 

used to shift practices and perspectives of English language teaching in the context of Oman to 

being universally accessible, equally usable, more inclusive and tailored to students‟ individual 

needs. 

Keywords: Innovations in education, visually impaired students, language learning, Sultan 
Qaboos University.   
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حول المنارشات وتحدّيات التخديث من أجل إدماج الطلاب ذوي الإعاقة في برامج تعليه راء معلني اللغة الإنجليسية آ

  اللغة  الإنجليسية في جامعة الصلطان قابوس بعنان 
 فكتوريا توزلو كوفا  *صالح البوشعيدي

 جامعة  الصلطان قابوس، شلطنة عنان
_____________________________________________ 

ٍره الدزاسُ الى استطلاع ازاء معلنٌ اللغُ الإنجلًزيُ بمسكز الدزاسات التحضيريُ بجامعُ الشلطاٌ قابىس حىل  ٍدفت مشتخلص:

 اليىعٌ المنازسات والتحديات المتعلقُ بتعلًه اللغُ الإنجلًزيُ للطلبُ ذوٍ الإعاقُ البصسيُ في بًئُ مدمجُ. استخدمت الدزاسُ الميَج الىصفٌ

ابًُ والتحديات الي  يىاهََا المعلنىٌ في حققًق بًئُ يجزكزت الدزاسُ علِ الجىاىب الإومجنىعُ مً المعلنين. عً طسيق المقابلات مع 

لى أٍنًُ دوز التقيًات المشاعدَ في تعلًه اللغُ إمدمجُ فاعلُ عً طسيق استخداو التقيًات المشاعدَ. وبياءً علِ اليتائج خلصت الدزاسُ 

ه الإنجلًزيُ للطلبُ ذوٍ الإعاقُ البصسيُ، لكً تىهد بعض التحديات الي  حقىل دوٌ الاستخداو الفعّال وخاصُ في بًئُ صفًُ شاملُ )التعلً

ىصًات الي  مً شأىَا الازتقاء بالعنلًُ التعلًنًُ لهره قدمت الدزاسُ عدداً مً التثهّ المدمج( تجنع بين الطلبُ ذوٍ الإعاقُ والطلبُ الاسىياء. 

 الفئُ المَنُ مً الطلبُ.

 .التجديث في التعلًه، الطلاب ذوو الإعاقُ البصسيُ، تعلًنًُّ اللغُ، هامعُ الشلطاٌ قابىس  : الكلنات المفتاحًُ
*asad@squ.edu.om 
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Transformation of tertiary education systems 
towards a more inclusive direction requires 
generating knowledge relevant for the context 
and needs. However, to date, there has been 
little research and discussion in the literature 
of the particular concerns and best practices 
related to the inclusion of special needs stu-
dents.  

The idea of “teaching students with disabili-
ties in their neighborhood school within the 
regular classroom with their peers without 
disabilities” (Rafferty, Boettcher, & Griffin, 
2001, p. 266), or inclusive education, has just 
recently received attention and support across 
the globe as an educational idea and move-
ment in education. Seeing inclusive education 
as a major step towards acknowledging diver-
sity and equal access to education for all, 
many governments and educational institu-
tions made commitments to inclusive educa-
tion and have been engaged in systematic re-
forms emphasizing it (Rafferty, Boettcher, & 
Griffin, 2001). Consequently, legislations and 
systems that make it possible for students with 
disabilities to attend schools alongside other 
students in the same classroom have been in-
troduced. The first international effort was the 
Salamanca Statement issued at the World Con-
ference on Special Needs Education: Access 
and Quality, held in Salamanca, Spain, June 
1994, where more than 300 participants from 
92 governments and 25 international organiza-
tions deliberated the need for educational re-
form to promote the idea of inclusive educa-
tion. Another example is United Nations‟ 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Dis-
abilities in 2006, which is an international hu-
man rights treaty intended to protect the 
rights of people with disabilities. The treaty 
has been signed by many states. 

The inclusive education movement has helped 
in giving students with different disabilities in 
many countries a fair and equal chance to 
quality education, except in a few cases of se-
vere mental disorders where inclusion is not 
deemed possible or beneficial. There have 
been many successful cases of inclusive pro-
grams in many countries due to the longstand-
ing policies, commitment and actions aimed at 
redesigning and restructuring of general edu-
cation classrooms so that they more closely 
resembled special education: low student-to-
staff ratio, intensive and prescribed basic skills 
instruction, performance monitoring, and the 

opportunity for intensive, one-to-one instruc-
tion (Manset & Semmel, 2016), and effective 
integration of components appropriate to 
technology-based learning environments 
(Permvattana, Armstrong & Murray, 2013). 
However, this is not necessarily the same in 
other parts of the world where teaching stu-
dents with disabilities together with regular 
students is still rather new. This applies to 
most of the countries in the Arabian Gulf, and 
indeed to the Sultanate of Oman. 

The purpose of this study is to explore teach-
ers‟ perceptions of practices and challenges of 
innovating for the inclusion of special needs 
university English language learners in Oman. 
In more detail, it focuses on the successful and 
challenging aspects of inclusion into a lan-
guage learning environment of students who 
have significant loss of vision.  

Inclusive language education as a movement 
in education 

Inclusive education where students with and 
without disabilities learn together in the same 
classroom is one of the greatest and very re-
cent innovations in language education. The 
effects of innovations on effective language 
learning, students‟ skill enhancement and per-
sonal development have been examined in 
multiple publications (Dudeney & Hockly, 
2012). Richard Hock (2015) in his review of the 
“Innovations in the continuing professional 
development of English language teachers” 
contends that “In a time when quality of 
teaching has been found to most influence 
learner achievement, there have been huge 
efforts to not only improve teaching, but to 
understand and share examples and develop-
ments in practice around the world” (p.  7). He 
further goes on to explain that, “Teachers and 
stakeholders involved in education strive to 
develop in the field of education, yet there‟s 
still the challenge of how to access valuable 
insights into ways to assist teachers to learn, 
share and network within themselves from 
areas all around the world” (p.  7).  

Many definitions of the term innovation com-
monly explain it as the introduction of some-
thing new, a new idea, method, or device 
(Meriam Webster Dictionary, 2017). According 
to Milrood (2004), innovation can be defined 
as “the development and implementation of 
new ideas by people who over time engage in 
transactions with others within certain institu-
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tions in order to achieve change in beliefs, 
practices and products” (p. 5). In Klein and 
Knight‟s (2005) view, innovation is “a product 
or practice that is new to its developers 
and/or to its potential users” (p. 243). Innova-
tion is also described as “a significant positive 
change” (The best definition of innovation, 
2013, n.p.). One element that has been woven 
into the definition of innovation over the time 
is that innovation is a change that is context-
specific (Hock, 2015, p.8). For example, in the 
field of language education, recent research 
indicates that applying technology in new 
ways can promote innovation, a culture of in-
quiry, creative exploration and independent 
learning, and enhance students‟ academic suc-
cess (Alirezaeian, Chegini & Farjad, 2015). 
However, in addition to technology, there are 
other multiple innovations that can promote 
successful learning. In Hock‟s (2015) view, the 
term “innovate” can be “quite elusive and 
quite difficult to define. Making changes in 
something established, especially by introduc-
ing new methods, ideas, or products is to in-
novate, yet what constitutes innovation is not 
necessarily a huge change, but could easily be 
some kind of small incremental changes to 
something that is established in that context” 
(p. 8). 

The concept of inclusive education emerged in 
practice in the early 1990s. Prior to this period, 
it was believed that students with disabilities 
had learning difficulties that prevented them 
from learning. When such students were al-
lowed to attend schools they had their own 
schools that in many cases served more as res-
idential facilities than true learning institu-
tions (Torreno, 2012). This practice of segrega-
tion was based on the assumption that such 
students needed special attention and there-
fore could not possibly be allowed to co-exist 
with other students in the same school. This 
misconception has started to fade away with 
the introduction of inclusive education and the 
increasing evidence about its short and long 
term benefits for students. 

The concept of inclusion is based on the prin-
ciple that children have different learning 
needs and abilities and that educational insti-
tutions need to innovate and adapt their struc-
ture, policies and practices in order to accom-
modate those needs (Sharma, Loreman & For-
lin, 2012). Education institutions need to re-

spect individual differences and build pro-
grams that focus on learners‟ personal 
strengths rather than weaknesses (Meijer, 
2010). Inclusive education is seen as a means 
to reform education in a way that welcomes 
diversity and combats social exclusion (Ain-
scow, 2005). 

Many steps are needed in order to transform 
educational systems towards a more inclusive 
direction. One of the main steps in transform-
ing education to become inclusive is changing 
systems and people‟s thinking and belief sys-
tem. Ainscow (1999 and 2005) talks about 
what he calls „levers for change‟ in his pro-
posed framework (see Figure 1). The frame-
work places school as the center for change. It 
emphasizes the development of schools into 
systems that welcome diversity and rejects 
social discrimination. Ainscow (2005) argues 
that the more enduring and high leverage ef-
forts are the ones targeting developments 
within the school system. This is because what 
matters the most is not simply providing “in-
clusive and equitable education … as a matter 
of access or act of accomplishment or comple-
tion” but rather “as an ongoing process” that 
has to be routinely evaluated (Evans, 2017, p. 
40). The framework also emphasizes the role 
of external factors such as the community, ed-
ucation department, and forms of evaluation 
in building an inclusive system.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Levers for change (Ainscow, 2005) 

The adoption of inclusive education inevitably 
requires the reconceptualization of education 
and change to the belief system and instruc-
tional practices. To achieve this, Ainscow ar-
gues, the focus should be on the ones with 
what he calls „high leverage‟. Such actions will 
have more enduring effects and will help 
change the behavior and attitudes of organiza-
tions and individuals towards inclusive 
schooling and develop schools that can ac-
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commodate the needs of the diverse range of 
learners. Actions should therefore focus on 
developing the school system as a whole tak-
ing into consideration all stakeholders rather 
than simply focusing efforts on integrating the 
disabled students into an existing system. This 
involves restructuring the mainstream educa-
tional system to accommodate the needs of 
every child regardless of ability or disability. 

Within the school community, inclusive edu-
cation requires the involvement and collabora-
tion of all educators. Being an integral part of 
the learning process, teachers especially are at 
the forefront of inclusive education. They are 
the ones who interact the most with the learn-
ers and know about their challenges. The 
teachers‟ attitudes are therefore crucial in 
providing equitable and quality educational 
opportunities for students. Their attitudes to-
wards inclusion have been reported to depend 
on the nature of the disability (Hwang & Ev-
ans, 2011; Synder, 1999). Another factor that 
can affect their attitudes is the quality of re-
sources and support available (Lindsay, 2007). 
Yet, teachers are more likely to express favor-
able views towards integration where inclu-
sion is legally bound (Bowman, 1986). 

One of the insights that can support inclusion 
of students with disabilities into the main-
stream classroom, as well as develop their in-
dependent learning, is assistive technology. It 
is considered one of the most recent innova-
tions in learning and teaching. Assistive tech-
nology is a broad term referring to any assis-
tive, adaptive, and rehabilitative object or sys-
tem used for the purpose of increasing or 
maintaining the capabilities of people with 
disabilities (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services Administration on Aging, 
2003). Examples of assistive technologies in-
clude aids for daily living such as modified 
eating utensils, dressing aids, adapted person-
al hygiene aids, pencil holders, page turners 
and adapted books. They also include sensory 
aids for vision/hearing impaired such as 
magnifiers, large print screens, hearing aids, 
visual alerting systems, Braille and 
speech/telecommunication output devices. 
Assistive technologies are particularly useful 
for visually impaired students who face excep-
tional difficulties because they do not only 
have to understand printed script but they 
also have to interact in learning situations that 

are fundamentally visual in nature. This is 
certainly the case in language classrooms. 

Despite its rapid growth, inclusive education 
remains a major challenge for many countries 
as it requires enormous investments in infra-
structure and changes in people‟s attitudes. 
One of the most crucial and yet challenging 
aspects of innovation is implementation. Klein 
and Sorra (1996) believe that innovation im-
plementation is „„the transition period during 
which [individuals] ideally become increasing-
ly skillful, consistent, and committed in their 
use of an innovation. Implementation is the 
critical gateway between the decision to adopt 
the innovation and the routine use of the in-
novation‟‟ (p. 1057). According to the re-
searchers, there are two important conditions 
for innovation use, which are a strong climate 
for innovation implementation and good in-
novation-values fit (p. 1077). Klein and Knight 
(2005) argue that “In the absence of effective 
implementation, the benefits of innovation 
adoption are likely to be nil” (p. 246). In addi-
tion, inclusive education requires dedicated 
teaching personnel. The teacher should be ca-
pable of balancing the needs of disabled and 
normal students. Therefore, teachers‟ atti-
tudes, understanding and commitment are 
instrumental in the success of inclusive pro-
grams (Hui, 2015). Teachers‟ attitudes towards 
inclusion vary across the education field. Al-
Zyodi (2006) is of an opinion that “teachers‟ 
beliefs and acceptance of the policy and phi-
losophy of inclusive education are significant 
predictors of the degree to which they carry 
out inclusive practices” (p. 61). According to 
Al-Zyodi (2006), factors that can potentially 
influence the opinions of the teachers include 
“The nature and severity of their students‟ 
disabilities, teachers‟ previous experience with 
students with disabilities and contextual fac-
tors related to the individual schools (p. 61). 

Method 

The study reported in this paper sought to 
examine teachers‟ views and opinions about 
successful and challenging aspects of the in-
clusion of special needs university English 
language learners in Oman, using assistive 
technologies in addressing the problems faced 
by blind and visually impaired students and 
creating an inclusive language learning envi-
ronment. In the framework of the study, the 
concept of language learning environment was 
understood as the diverse physical locations, 
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contexts, and cultures in which students learn 
(The glossary, 2013) that encompass a wide 
variety of factors, policies, administrative 
structures, as well as other features and sub-
jects. 

Study context 

In 2008, the Omani government passed a law 
to protect the rights of people with disabilities 
(Welfare and rehabilitation, 2008). The law 
stipulates many rights that people with disa-
bilities enjoy, one of which is the right to free 
educational services commensurate with their 
sensory, physical and mental capabilities. En-
acting such legislations obviously requires 
enormous efforts, as well as specific considera-
tions related to designing and implementing 
learning environments that ensure appropri-
ateness and accessibility for people with phys-
ical disabilities (Permvattana, Armstrong & 
Murray, 2013). Recently, the Ministry of Edu-
cation in the Sultanate of Oman started inte-
grating students with mild disabilities into the 
mainstream basic and post-basic learning en-
vironments, thus supporting different and di-
verse students learning side by side in the 
same classroom (The value of inclusive educa-
tion, 2015). As reported in Hussien, Al-Shayeb 
and Al-Qaryouti (2015), in 2008, the Ministry 
of Education in Oman set a goal to create in-
clusive schools, and currently a total of 5,325 
individuals with disabilities are receiving ser-
vices in Oman provided by the Ministry of 
Education, and the Ministry of Social Devel-
opment in special education classes in 155 
public schools for a total of 1,565 students; 
1,262 students with intellectual disabilities and 
303 students with hearing impairments. 

Higher education institutions in Oman have 
also followed this suit. Sultan Qaboos Univer-
sity is one of them. The university has started 
accepting visually impaired students among 
other students with disabilities and taking 
practical steps to construct an environment 
that can be specific for these students, and eas-
ily accessible and usable by them. In addition, 
learning in such environment can facilitate 
their educational experiences in the context 
and culture of a tertiary education institution 
and help them become more inclusive part-
ners in the process of developing their 
knowledge and skills. The steps have included 
providing necessary facilities and resources 
(e.g. special computer laboratories, laptops 

with refreshable Braille display devices, e-
books, etc.); setting up assistive technologies 
(e.g. computer access aids, communication 
software, alternative keyboards, etc.); develop-
ing peer-tutoring practice in educational insti-
tutions; and encouraging inventions to sup-
port effective learning. To exemplify, one of 
the most recent inventions relates to tactile 
display apparatus that supports the Arabic 
language. Entitled Method and System to 
Convert Portable Document Format to Braille, 
it has been filed as provisional patent applica-
tion in the US Patent & Trademark Office 
(USPTO) by the university‟s students of the 
Electrical and Computer Engineering Depart-
ment in the College of Engineering (Method 
and system, 2017). Specific efforts have also 
been made to support research initiatives and 
research projects. 

The Foundation Program at Sultan Qaboos 
University is the first and one of the most im-
portant stages for providing such a smooth 
transition from secondary to tertiary education 
and assisting students‟ adjustment to the uni-
versity life. It is aimed at developing literacy, 
numeracy, computing and learning skills, al-
lowing students a pathway into tertiary educa-
tion and preparing them for their future aca-
demic studies and employability. The founda-
tion program at Sultan Qaboos University was 
designed in line with the Oman General 
Foundation Program Standards in the form of 
learning outcomes for English, mathematics, 
information technology and study skills. The 
goal of the English language strand of the 
foundation program is to prepare students for 
their active participation in higher education 
studies and to develop their four main lan-
guage skills: listening, reading, speaking and 
writing. The English foundation program is 
divided into six proficiency levels. The devel-
opment of these courses and their smooth 
running demands a lot of effort to meet the 
needs of the students who were mainly edu-
cated in government schools, where the lan-
guage of instruction for all the courses was 
Arabic. The majority of the students have lim-
ited contact with English in real life situations 
outside the classroom and therefore rely al-
most completely on classroom instruction to 
acquire the language. The English language 
teachers come from diverse language and cul-
tural backgrounds. Teaching involves tradi-
tional and virtual learning environments on a 



Teachers‟ Perceptions of Practices and Challenges of Innovating for the Inclusion   
Saleh Al-Busaidi & Victoria Tuzlukova 

Vol.12 Issue 4, 2018 

 

 
664 

Moodle platform with some independent 
community-based learning where students are 
given various activities and tasks. These tasks 
are devised to help Foundation Program stu-
dents become more inclusive partners in the 
process of developing their linguistic capabili-
ties, study and generic skills. 

Recently, the Foundation Program has started 
to accept students with disabilities. This com-
menced with visually impaired students and 
later spread to other disabilities, mostly physi-
cal. This came in line with the university‟s 
plans to accept disabled students. Until recent-
ly, blind students, who are the focus of this 
study, have mainly been accepted into human-
ities majors, as these majors have been deemed 
to be more suitable for their needs and abilities 
and less hazardous for them, when compared 
to majors such as chemistry, biology, mechani-
cal engineering, etc. However, the university 
conducted a comprehensive survey in 2014 to 
identify the majors suitable for students with 
different disabilities. As a result of this, the 
students now have more options. There have 
been many cases of blind students outper-
forming the their peers. 

At the Centre for Preparatory Studies, the 
blind and visually impaired students taking 
any of the foundation English language cours-
es are placed in the same classroom together 
with the normal students. The students have 
access to a number of resources, such as a spe-
cial computer laboratory, laptops with re-
freshable Braille display devices, e-books, etc. 
These students sometimes feel lost, lonely or 
demotivated as they do not follow the same 
usual route in learning as their sighted peers. 
That is, they have to access and comprehend 
written text and interact in a learning envi-
ronment that is inherently visual in nature (Al 
Ghafri, 2015). 

Study Design 

The study was designed to take an interpreta-
tive approach that relied on linguistic data and 
employed meaning-based forms of data analy-
sis (Elliott & Timulak, 2005). Klein and Myers 
(1999) explain that the interpretative approach 
is based on an assumption that “our 
knowledge of reality is gained only through 
social constructions such as language, con-
sciousness, shared meanings, documents, 
tools, and other artifacts” (p. 69). In Al-
Riyami‟s (2015) view, the use of the interpre-

tive approach makes it possible to conduct a 
study in its natural setting” (p. 413). Walsham 
(1993) argues that interpretive methods of re-
search start from the position that our 
knowledge of reality, including the domain of 
human action, is a social construction by hu-
man actors. 

The fundamental basis of the study was the 
setting up and conducting fieldwork. Plum-
mer (2001) points out that in life histories, ob-
taining relevant information can be accom-
plished by chance, luck and being pragmatic. 
Bogdan and Biklen (2003) suggest purposeful 
sampling. In our study, the data was obtained 
from specific sampling of language teachers at 
the Centre for Preparatory Studies at Sultan 
Qaboos University. Only teachers who had 
experience of teaching visually impaired stu-
dents in both foundation and credit-bearing 
English courses offered by the centre were 
invited. Such an approach allowed exploring 
personal histories and experiences in a specific 
context of tertiary education level language 
institution. 

Data Collection 

Data was collected during a one-year period at 
the Foundation Program at the Centre for Pre-
paratory Studies (former Language Centre) at 
Sultan Qaboos University. The study utilized 
face-to-face qualitative interviews with the 
English language teachers to obtain infor-
mation. The participants were asked to give 
elaborated accounts about their experiences 
and practices.  

A set of open-ended and exploratory ques-
tions for teachers‟ interviews was designed to 
include Elliott‟s (2000) five types of explorato-
ry questions, namely definitional, descriptive, 
interpretative, critical/action, and deconstruc-
tion (see Appendix 1 for more information 
about the interview questions). The developed 
set of questions helped the researchers stay 
focused on the interview without imposing 
too much structure (Elliott & Timulak, 2005). 
The participants were provided with the set of 
questions sent to them by e-mail as recom-
mended by Hill, Thompson and Williams 
(1997). 

The interview questions asked the participants 
about elaboration and examples, and aimed to 
draw out what teachers felt about technologi-
cal and pedagogical support given to visually 
impaired students for them to meet learning 
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outcomes and standards of competency in 
English, and successfully integrate into the 
mainstream English language programs. They 
also focused around the key question: “What 
challenges they face with creating accessible 
and usable inclusive language learning envi-
ronment for visually impaired students?”. The 
researchers tried to give power to the partici-
pants and empower them to take the lead and 
to point out important features of the inclusive 
language learning environment (Elliott & 
Timulak, 2005). 

To yield a richer and more balanced picture of 
inclusive language teaching and learning, the 
researchers also observed teachers‟ work with 
visually impaired students in the learning en-
vironments of the computer laboratory and 
inclusive classroom, and during their office 
hours in the centre.  

Data Analysis 

The data were obtained in the form of notes. 
As suggested by Elliott and Timulak, (2005), 
obvious redundancies, unimportant infor-
mation, and repetitions were omitted, and da-
ta were divided into distinctive meaning units 
with which we did data analysis. Also, sorting 
data into the units allowed for providing a 
conceptual framework of the study (Hill et al., 
1997). The distinctive units identified such as-
pects related to the study, as respondents‟ 
views about inclusive education, their experi-
ences with assistive technologies, including 
specific challenges that they have faced, and 
respondents‟ views about training and profes-
sional development.  

Findings and Discussion 

All teachers who participated in the study un-
derstood their social and professional respon-
sibility for meeting educational and future 
employability needs of blind and visually im-
paired students, and giving an individual 
character to their teaching approaches to miti-
gate language and study challenges of these 
students. Also, all of them had a very positive 
disposition to teaching visually impaired stu-
dents in their classrooms. In Zoya‟s views, 
“Teaching visually impaired students is chal-
lenging but also rewarding”. Bella commented 
that her experience of teaching the visually 
impaired students at Sultan Qaboos Universi-
ty clearly demonstrated to her “that such stu-
dents are very receptive to information and 

use their other, very sharp, senses to under-
stand the information. For example, they listen 
very carefully and they can describe sensa-
tions like taste very well”. 

Teachers‟ responses clearly demonstrate their 
support of inclusive education. This finding is 
also supported by observations of the partici-
pants‟ work with visually impaired students 
in the learning environments of the computer 
laboratory and inclusive classroom, and dur-
ing their office hours in the Centre for Prepar-
atory Studies. Zoya also shared some useful 
approaches and techniques that were very 
helpful and useful. These include, according to 
Zoya, 

 (a) assigning students-volunteers from class 
to help visually impaired peers during class 
time (e.g. one different student every week);  

(b) constantly keeping in touch with the visu-
ally-impaired students, student officer and 
volunteer students who help them outside 
class and boost motivation, monitor the pro-
gress and enable the teacher to offer help 
whenever needed;  

(c) coordinating assessments at times that suit 
the visually-impaired students;  

(d) continuously checking on the visually-
impaired students during class and whenever 
there is a chance to help him/her with the 
course materials dealt with in class;  

(d) encouraging classmates to come forward 
and offer help (e.g. escorting the visually im-
paired students to the next class which some-
times is in a different block, inviting them to 
come for a study group, bringing them to 
class); 

(e) other students in class have the opportuni-
ty to interact with the visually impaired stu-
dents which is good for their mental and psy-
chological development”; 

In Zoya‟s view, “simple things can make a 
difference; the visually impaired students will 
blend with their classmates and feel part of the 
class. This helps with the class interaction too, 
visually impaired students‟ motivation and 
with their academic achievement.” 
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 Similarly, all participants commented posi-
tively in their interview responses and the dis-
cussions about assistive technologies.1  

When asked about her experience of using 
assistive technologies to support students in-
clusion into the language learning environ-
ment, Bella commented: “Regarding assistive 
technology, the low vision use their portable 
magnifiers to look at the board and textbooks. 
The legally blind use their Braille sense devic-
es to read, take notes, record the lecture and 
answer questions of activities. I sometimes use 
the projector so I can enlarge the fonts for the 
low version.”  

Helen explained: “The visually impaired stu-
dents can read more without the bulk of 
Braille books, and are far more independent”. 
According to Helen, students are very happy 
when assistive technologies are used in class. 
She explained: “They have this completely 
new sense of enthusiasm, and so much more 
independence. They are no longer dependent 
on a Human/Peer reader”. 

The majority of the teachers who participated 
in the study gave long thoughtful reflections, 
suggesting that assistive technology is “crucial 
to language learning as visually impaired stu-
dents can‟t read or write unless they use a 
computer” (Saud) and can be “a great help to 
enable blind students to take up more courses 
and not limit their options” (Helen). Mary also 
commented: “Assistive technology plays a big 
role in learning. For example, students can 
have their material as a hard copy. Large font 
for low vision and Braille for blind. However, 
low vision for example would still have prob-
lems. Using the magnifier, students can take a 
screen shot either from the board or book then 
change the background color to suit them, 
change the font size and save it”. 

In the participants‟ view, assistive technology 
can successfully promote language learning 
for visually impaired students. For example, 
Mary noted that, “The visually impaired stu-
dents can read more without the bulk of 
Braille books, and are far more independent”.  

                                                 
1
 According to Mary, “all students at the Centre for 

Preparatory Studies are provided with the devices 

that suit their needs such as Braille Sense U2, mag-

nifiers, Super Nova Screen Reader, IRead Now- 

Camera system and Clear View+HD”. 

In Helen‟s opinion, students became very 
happy when technologies are used. She com-
mented, for example, that students “have this 
completely new sense of enthusiasm, and so 
much more independence. They are no longer 
dependent on a Human/Peer reader”.  

Sara explained: “The students feel as though 
they have now no barriers as such for them to 
read and learn English as a language to ex-
plore new worlds of knowledge”. In other 
words, assistive technology has become a self-
management tool for these students (Wi-
azowski, 2009).  

Commenting on assistive technologies in in-
clusive language classroom, Mary expressed 
an opinion that assistive technology allows 
visually impaired students to achieve the 
highest level of independence. According to 
her, “Being provided devices, such as Braille 
Sense, magnifiers, iPads, students are able to 
equal access of information and to complete 
tasks efficiently. For example, in class legally 
blind or visually impaired students won't be 
able to access information if they haven‟t been 
provided with the appropriate devices. Stu-
dents save the material in the devices if that is 
their preference. Others prefer hard copies. 
Moreover, how will they be able to take notes! 
Or complete a task! What if they have been 
asked to prepare a presentation? They will 
need the device to search, take notes and pre-
sent it”. 

Interestingly, teachers‟ responses were all in 
agreement with the integration of assistive 
technologies in the inclusive language learn-
ing environment. For them, assistive technolo-
gies are a positive change in teaching. Howev-
er, the study revealed that most participants 
had very limited experience with assistive 
technologies (e.g. computer access aids includ-
ing modified keyboards, screen readers, 
Braille note takers, voice over text software, 
etc.), and there was very little about exactly 
how and in what ways they would like to see 
the assistive technologies to be involved in 
constructing effective learning environment. 

When asked about the specific challenges in 
teaching visually impaired students, all partic-
ipants mentioned both technological and ped-
agogical challenges. In more detail, they re-
ported challenges related to insufficient train-
ing in techniques, methods and approaches to 
teaching visually impaired students, as well as 
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the limited number and range of teaching aids 
and resources developed in-house specifically 
for vision impaired English language learners. 
They also noted some challenging aspects re-
lated to assistive technologies. 

In response to the question about the chal-
lenges with assistive technologies, Helen fo-
cused on some particularly challenging as-
pects of assistive technologies‟ implementa-
tion. She commented: “The student actually 
listens all the time, so the challenge is over-
burdening their listening and their memory 
instead of a Braille book that they will touch 
and re-read, not use hearing/listening”. She 
further went on saying: “We have to realize 
there are three other senses they can use apart 
from Sight, which are Touch, Taste and Hear-
ing, but all assistive technology is focusing on 
Hearing, I believe traditional braille enables 
use of Tactile sense. I feel listening can and 
does shut out if their mind wanders, I am also 
unsure how much accent, voice and pronunci-
ation is a hindrance in Listening. Braille takes 
away all those hindrances; yes, they are bulky, 
but I have proof that they are in constant 
„touch‟ of the shape of the spellings, and know 
that they are actually reading. It also enables 
them to read aloud! This is a completely new 
use of the braille copy”.  

In Mary‟s view, her biggest challenge was 
“lack of materials in accessible formats”. Fran-
cis made a similar comment.  

In relation to challenges, Helen commented: 
“It would have been beneficial to have been 
told that I would have a visually-impaired 
student in my class and what things to look 
out for and how to organize the class and ma-
terials to my students‟ advantage”. 

Indeed, all participants reported doing work 
“on best effort basis”. Many of them com-
mented on their personal initiatives to learn 
more about inclusive education, and improve 
their teaching practice. Helen, for example, 
remarked on her personal experience as fol-
lows: “I didn't get any experience in teaching 
visually impaired but I have always tried to 
improve my skills by getting information from 
experienced people and reading articles on the 
internet”. Saud commented that he had at-
tended a Braille training course run by the 
university. He had an experience of teaching 
visually impaired students for two semesters 

in the context of inclusive language learning 
environment. 

All study participants noted the importance of 
in-service professional development. For ex-
ample, according to Helen, she unfortunately 
“had no training in dealing with this situa-
tion”, “knew nothing about the technologies”, 
and she “might have dealt with the situation 
differently”, if she had had some. The im-
portance of training in implementing success-
ful inclusive learning environment and for-
mation of positive attitudes towards inclusive 
education was supported by the findings of a 
number of studies. These studies, first and 
foremost, highlight the role of experienced 
teachers eager “to serve as resource persons, to 
prepare special materials, as required, and to 
provide special instruction in those skills pe-
culiar to blindness such as Braille reading and 
writing, use of reader services, auditory per-
ceptual training and orientation and mobility” 
(Sanghvi, 2015, p. 560).To illustrate, according 
to Al-Zayoudi (2006), for inclusive education 
to become a sustained reality, it requires im-
mense preparations in terms of teacher train-
ing, materials, resources, as well as “teachers‟ 
beliefs and acceptance of the policy and phi-
losophy of inclusive education” (p. 61).  

Indeed, the Centre for Preparatory Studies is 
still at the initial stage of using assistive tech-
nology for learning and teaching. More in-
service training and professional development 
for teachers of visually impaired teachers is 
needed in general and in assistive technolo-
gies. As Permvattana, Armstrong and Murray 
(2013) contend, “Teachers need to know how 
to solve learning problems that relate to vision 
disabilities; they need to understand not only 
assistive technologies, but also how to work 
around inaccessible features of the curriculum 
and the learning environment” (p. 15). Such 
training is gaining even more importance, es-
pecially “In a time when quality of teaching 
has been found to most influence learner 
achievement” (Hock, 2015, p. 6). 

Conclusion 

Learners with disabilities have the right to 
equal and quality education. Nowadays, more 
educational institutions in countries world-
wide move towards inclusive education that 
ensures visually impaired students equal op-
portunities with their sighted peers “for suc-
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cess in mastery of course material … without 
compromising the content, quality or level of 
instruction” (Optimizing, 2014, p. 3). The in-
clusive education movement has certainly giv-
en these students hope for such opportunities. 
However, the concept is still developing in 
many countries, and Oman is not an excep-
tion.  

The experience of the Centre for Preparatory 
Studies at Sultan Qaboos University with in-
novating in language education of visually 
impaired students clearly demonstrates that 
Oman‟s higher education is at the initial stage 
of designing and implementing effective in-
clusive learning environments supported by 
assistive technology. There is evident govern-
mental and institutional support in place. This 
support includes production of policy docu-
ments, legislation, promotion of the use of in-
novation in teaching and raising awareness, 
creation of all the necessary infrastructure to 
achieve success inclusive education, including 
the purchase of equipment needed to support 
the idea of assistive technology, as well as es-
tablishment of facilities specific for inclusive 
learning environment. Additionally, it focuses 
on human resources, namely hiring specialists 
in assistive technology, provision of materials 
and expert training. Moreover, there is notice-
able support of research ideas, projects, and 
initiatives intended to increase teachers‟ 
awareness about the innovations, and stu-
dents‟ enthusiasm and positive response to-
wards inclusive environment supported by 
the use of assistive technology. Nevertheless, 
it is important that the Centre for Preparatory 
Studies, similar to other higher education in-
stitutions, should promote social inclusiveness 
among its student body to make disabled stu-
dents feel they are welcome, and inclusive ed-
ucation become the collective responsibility of 
the whole institution.  

Technological advances have certainly made it 
easier for the Centre of Preparatory Studies as 
an educational institution to respond to the 
needs of students with disabilities. However, 
successful integration requires systematic 
planning, clear policies, procedures, and pro-
fessional development. Teachers may have the 
willingness to help disabled students but be-
cause they lack the knowledge or skills about 
how to best to do that their efforts remain con-
strained. Success for students with disabilities 
is largely contingent on the support provided. 

The challenges that teachers face are com-
pounded given the novelty of the concepts of 
inclusive education and assistive technology. 
Teachers must be knowledgeable about the 
nature and needs of learners with different 
disabilities to be able to provide them with the 
support they need. The suggested pathway for 
future developments in this field should in-
volve enhancement of teachers‟ knowledge 
and expertise in inclusive education, systemat-
ic planning and material design for inclusion 
as focus of attention. 

Recommendations 

This study recommends that policy makers at 
higher education institutions address the need 
in teacher training in using assistive technolo-
gies and developing accessible teaching mate-
rials and curricula in order to construct learn-
ing environment that is beneficial for facilitat-
ing learning experience of visually impaired 
students. As well as that, higher education 
institutions should take the views of teachers 
and students with disabilities into considera-
tion in the planning and provision of pro-
grams and services, and further promote so-
cial inclusiveness among its student body to 
make the disabled students feel they are wel-
come.  
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Appendix 1: Interview questions

 

1. What is your teaching experience? 

2. What is your teaching experience in Oman? 

3. What is your teaching experience related to teaching visually impaired students? 

4. Have you ever had training/ professional experience related to teaching visually im-
paired students and integrating assistive technologies in teaching visually impaired 
students? 

5. Have you ever tried to integrate assistive technologies in teaching visually impaired 
students? 

6. What are the biggest challenges in teaching visually impaired students, e.g. lack of 
materials; lack of training; lack of assistive technologies, etc.? 

7. Can assistive technologies enhance the visually impaired students‟ language learn-
ing? If yes, in what way? 

8. Have you ever used assistive learning technologies in teaching? If yes, what exactly 
have you used? (e.g. computer access aids include light pointers, modified or alter-
nate keyboards, voice to text software, switches activated by pressure/sound/voice, 
touch screens, special software and head sticks; and environmental control systems 
help people control various appliances such as switches for appliances like the tele-
phone/TV, and are activated by pressure, eyebrows or breath, etc.). 

9. How do the assistive learning technologies promote successful learning of visually 
impaired students? 

10. What aspects of the assistive learning technologies‟ implementation were particular-
ly challenging? 

11. How did the students react to the assistive learning technologies? 

12. How did the assistive learning technologies change/affect your views towards inclu-
sive education? 

13. Can you describe how you have used the assistive learning technologies in aiding 
teaching/learning? 

14. How can the assistive learning technologies be changed/improved to facilitate learn-
ing and inclusion? 

15. To what extent are you trained to use the assistive learning technologies effectively? 

16.  What support do the visually impaired students receive in using the assistive learn-
ing technologies? 

 


