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Abstract  
This paper discusses the needs of students with disabilities (SWDs) at a local public university. 
Twenty-one SWDs aged between 19 and 24 years old, across 15 faculties voluntarily involved 
themselves in this study. The study showed that the provision of disabled-friendly facilities at the 
university is still severely lacking and improvement must be made so that this will facilitate the 
teaching and learning process particularly for SWDs. Support services such as special counselling 
services and special programmes for SWDs should be enhanced as suggested by the participants of 
this study. In addition, awareness towards SWDs should also be inculcated among university staff and 
students so that an inclusive environment can be established in the university to support SWDs. 
Keywords: Students with Disabilities (SWDs), Persons with Disabilities (PWDs), Inclusive Education, 
Higher Education, Needs of the Disabled, Education. 
 
Introduction 

Mahathir bin Mohammad introduced the ultimate vision of Malaysia i.e. the Vision 2020 in 
the year 1991. The vision aims by the year 2020 to make Malaysia a fully developed country in all 
aspects.  

Earlier in January 2017, the former Prime Minister of Malaysia Najib Tun Abdul Razak 
launched Transformasi Nasional 2050 (TN50) gearing Malaysia to be among the top countries in the 
world “in economic development, citizen well-being and innovation” by 2050 (Ministry of Youth and 
Sport, 2017). 

Education is among the main focus in order to achieve both Vision 2020 and TN50. The 
important role of education in Malaysia could be seen through the agenda presented in the Malaysia 
Plans, from the First Malaysia Plan 1966-1970 to the Eleventh Malaysia Plan 2016-2020.  

In Malaysia, persons with disabilities (PWDs) have equal opportunity to receive education 
from pre-school to higher education as stated in the Persons with Disabilities Act 2008 and Action 
Plan for Persons with Disabilities by the Ministry of Women Family and Community.   
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It is a must for every educational institution (from pre-school up to tertiary education) to 
create an inclusive environment for all without practising discrimination based on their personal 
background, race, ability and gender so that none is left out in their pursuit of education. The 
provision of an inclusive learning environment will foster effective learning processes in educational 
institutions. 

Inclusive education refers to providing equal opportunity in education to all students 
“regardless of their physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other conditions” (UNESCO, 
1994, p.6). According to Corbett (2000), inclusive education “is about fostering a learning community 
which treats individuals with dignity and respect and it is about celebrating difference” (p.73). 

Malaysia embraces this inclusive education movement. The continuous efforts towards this 
movement can be seen in the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025 (Ministry of Education, 
2012), that emphasizes equity of education for all Malaysians including students with disabilities 
(SWDs). 

However, there is a need for greater involvement in this endeavour as findings from studies 
in Malaysia point out that SWDs  particularly in higher education face multiple challenges and barriers 
in education and some of their needs could be catered to by their respective learning institutions 
(Alias et al., 2017; Alias, 2016; Osman et al., 2015; Salleh & Mahani, 2010;  Toran et al., 2009). If left 
unattended to, this could impede the establishment of inclusive environment in universities. 

The main purpose of the present study is to examine the needs of SWDs in teaching and 
learning in a particular university in Malaysia. By acknowledging the needs of SWDs, proactive 
measures can be taken particularly in ensuring that there is provision of a special support system so 
that an inclusive environment materializes. 

 
Literature Review 
Inclusive education in universities: Welcoming and involving students with disabilities (SWDs) in 
the campus 

Inclusive environment in universities is when everybody receives equal opportunity in the 
teaching and learning processes. As explained by Topping and Maloney (2005), equal opportunity 
does not refer to giving equal treatment to everyone rather it denotes “treating people differently” 
according to their needs and ability so that it elevates abilities and potentials. 

Fernie and Henning (2006) proposed that to ensure inclusive environment could be 
materializes in the university, SWDs should be aware of and be familiar with services offered by the 
university so that they will benefit from them. Besides that, they should also develop good study 
habits so that they can adopt to the new learning environment. The role of lecturers is also 
emphasized in which their support on the inclusive education agenda is really needed. 

In addition, the role of technology cannot be denied in creating an inclusive environment as 
technology is a vital support for SWDs to thrive in their learning environment (Alias et al., 2017; 
Kamaruzaman et al., 2016; Gavira et al., 2016; Ibrahim et al. , 2016; Alias et al., 2013; Milsom et al., 
2006;  Kyun et al., 2007).  

Alias et al. (2013) suggested the use of tablets, the improvisation of the existing learning 
management system (LMS) and the utilization of Web 2.0 in teaching and learning to create an 
inclusive atmosphere in higher education particularly for SWDs. 

In Ibrahim et al. (2016) study on the deaf students and teachers in Special Education 
Secondary Vocational School (SESVS), both teachers and SWDs agreed that technology is a must to 
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enhance teaching and learning and to promote an inclusive environment in the school. This is because 
technology enabled SWDs to communicate effortlessly with their non-disabled peers. 

The provision of physical support, intellectual support as well as social emotional support are 
equally important to foster effective teaching and learning processes for SWDs at the universities 
(Alias, 2016).  

Various studies have been carried out on issues related to physical support in learning. For 
instance, in United States, Wernsman (2008) focused on the process of designing and creating 
accessible residence hall for SWDs at one university. 

Salleh and Mahani (2010) and Hanafi et al. (2010) emphasized on the importance of physical 
supports and a SWD-friendly atmosphere in promoting the learning processes at all levels of 
education.  

Ta (2011) identified two main challenges encountered by SWDs in Malaysia in pursuing 
education which are 1) non-conducive buildings and surroundings and 2) poor access to public 
transportation. Zahari et al. (2016), reiterated the same issues as barriers for the disabled tourists to 
visit heritage buildings in Malaysia. 

Arifin and Mahmud (2010) identified that the accessibility for SWDs of the five Malaysian 
universities did not achieve satisfactory level. Besides that, adequate provision for others special 
facilities such as SWD-friendly toilets and parking bays around the campus areas were also 
overlooked by Malaysian universities.  

Similarly Alias, (2016), Osman et al., (2015), Salleh and Mahani (2010) and Rosman et al. 
(2009) also found Malaysian universities unequal in their provision of facilities on campus grounds. 

For intellectual support, Fernie and Henning, (2006) and Hall and Stahl (2006) proposed 
educators use a variety of teaching methods to encourage the engagement of all students including 
SWDs in the learning process. The provision of flexible assessments will support the SWDs 
intellectually in universities as highlighted by  Fernie and Henning (2006) and Waterfield, West and 
Parker (2006). 

For social and emotional support Mohammad and Suhaili (2011) highlighted the importance 
of parental and community involvement to support the education of SWDs. Meanwhile, to inculcate 
positive awareness among non-SWDs towards SWDs at the university Alias et al. (2016) suggested 
the utilization of service learning method in teaching processes. Service learning is a branch of 
experiential learning which it focuses on the balance of community services and formal education 
(Furco, 1996). 

In Alias et al. (2016) study, thirty-three non-SWDs from one public university were involved 
as facilitators for a 3-day program involving the PWDs. The organization of this program was part of 
the learning outcomes and evaluated at the end of the semester. Based on the reflection reports 
submitted, it proved that the implementation of service learning method enhancing the non-SWDs 
positive attitudes and perceptions towards PWDs. 

Based on literature, it is important to understand the needs of SWDs so that inclusive 
environment can be established and education for all can be materialize. 

 
Methodology 

The present study utilized a cross-sectional survey research methodology. The target 
population of the study were SWDs studying in Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) Malaysia. The 
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Education Planning and Research Division (EPRD), Ministry of Education reported, from the year 2008 
to 2010, there were 486 registered SWDs who enrolled at UiTM.  

The purposive sampling method was employed in the selection of the participants. Only 
participants who signed the inform consent form provided with the questionnaire were included in 
the study.  

Questionnaires consisting of demographic background questions, challenges and barriers and 
seven open-ended questions were distributed. The open-ended questions focused on the needs of 
SWDs across seven elements which are university facilities, support services, academic and 
administrative staff, non-SWD friends, special facilities for SWDs, technology for teaching and 
learning and other needs. 

 
Results and Discussion 
Demographic background 

Twenty-one SWDs took part in the study in which 10 of them are males. The age range of the 
SWDs for this study is between 19 years old and 28 years old. Table 1 shows the summary on age and 
genders of participants of the present study. 

 
Table 1: Summary on age and genders of participants of the study 

 Age 

 19-20 21-22 23-24 25-26 27-28 

Gender    Male 4 3 2 0 1 

  Female 7 0 3 1 0 

Total 11 3 5 1 1 

 
Eleven of the participants are currently pursuing their degrees while 10 of them are enrolled 

in diploma courses across 13 specializations including accountancy, architecture, business, chemistry, 
film, food technology sciences, information management, office management and technology, 
mathematics, mechanical engineering, physics, physiotherapy and sport sciences. 

As shown in Table 2, a majority of the SWDs are partially sighted (six of them), two are blind 
on one eye, three are hearing impaired, two are wheelchair bound and the rest have varied 
disabilities. 

 
University Facilities Required by Students with Disabilities (SWDs) 

Three of the participants urged that university facilities be improved to cater for their needs 
in teaching and learning. And four who are partially sighted or hearing impaired or slow learner or 
with multiple disabilities stated that facilities should be accessible and barrier-free for SWDs. For 
wheelchair users and SWDs with mobility difficulty, they suggested that the university should provide 
suitable locations for classroom and hostel, preferably on ground floor.  

There were also requests from SWDs to have more special facilities at the hostel such as 
handle bars and ramps. SWDs also requested the provision of more special facilities in university 
including privileged parking lots, special toilets, special wheelchair route and special lifts. One of the 
SWDs responded that the university paid less attention in providing special facilities for SWDs. 
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The lack of disabled-friendly facilities does not only exist at the university in the current study. 
The provision disabled-friendly facilites are limited as reported by SWDs in other universities in 
Malaysia (Alias, 2016; Osman et al., 2015; Salleh & Mahani, 2010;  Rosman et al., 2009). 

 
University Support Services and Students with Disabilities (SWDs) 

One of SWDs suggested the university provide a good support system by stating, “Berikan 
tugasan yang berbeza seiring dengan fizikal indvidu [provide different tasks according to the ability 
of each individual]. 

There was a suggestion from two SWDs for the provision of special counselling services for 
them. Five respondents urged for the inclusion of special advocacy programmes for SWDs in the 
university so that they are aware of their rights as students of higher education. 

In addition, two of the respondents reported that they were not aware of any support services 
provided for them and requested that the information be well disseminated. As highlighted by Alias 
(2016) support which includes physical support, intellectual support as well as social emotional 
support are vital to help the SWDs to adapt to university environment. 

 
University Staff and Students with Disabilities (SWDs) 

Four SWDs claimed that there is a lack of awareness on the disabled issues especially among 
lecturers. For example, lecturers did not know how to cater for the needs of SWDs in teaching and 
learning. The university staff should be more helpful and supportive for SWDs as proposed by the 
respondents of the study. Besides, they should be treated and respected equally like other students. 

The staff should be friendlier towards the SWDs as urged by one of the SWDs “Staf harus lebih 
positif dan mesra dengan pelajar OKU. Kamipun manusia, right?” [Staff should be more positive and 
friendly towards SWDs. We are also humans, aren’t we?] 
 
Relationship with non-SWD Friends 

Similar to the findings with regards to university staff, SWDs also stated that some of their 
non-SWD friends were not aware of the issues faced by the PWDs. Hence, several non-SWD friends 
did not know of the challenges and barriers faced by them. As a result, the participants of the study 
wished that their non-SWD friends were more helpful, supportive and friendly. 

However, nine (9) SWDs reported they have fostered good relations with their non-SWD 
friends and one of the participants explained that “I am okay with them, mungkin sebab kelainan 
saya tidak terlalu menonjol” [I am okay with them (non-SWD friends), as my disability is not obvious]. 

 
Meeting the Needs for Basic Facilities among Students with Disabilities (SWDs) 

When the question on the basic special facilities required for them, SWDs listed these 
facilities: 

• Ramp  
• Special Parking  
• Special lift with handle bar  
• Special Braille Path  
• Hearing aids  
• Special toilets  
• Wheelchair path  
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The above facilities are common and basic facilities for PWDs, not only in the university but 
also in other public places as highlighted by Ta (2011) and Zahari et al. (2016). 
 
Technology in Teaching and Learning for Students with Disabilities (SWDs)  

SWDs were also asked to propose suitable technology that could aid them in the teaching and 
learning process. Below are the responses: 

 
• Embosser and Braille paper for the partially sighted and blind students 
• Special software – for the deaf, blind or partially sighted 
• Braille note/books/references for the partially sighted and blind students 
• Screen reader for the blind or partially sighted 
• Extra courses for the deaf and blind students 
• Good audio system in lecture halls for the partially sighted, blind and hearing-impaired 

students 
 

Conclusion 
Malaysian universities should improve their existing SWDs supports and facilities so that a 

SWD-friendly environment materializes. Based on the feedback from the SWDs, there is a great need 
to ensure that disabled-friendly facilities are provided at the university. 

Despite the small number of SWDs compared to mainstream learners, their inclusion into the 
learning environment particularly in higher education is critical. 
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