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“We are not blind researchers”:  
Entering and negotiating power and privilege in schools  

for the blind as sighted researchers
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Abstract

Our community engagement project aimed to capacitate secondary school teachers of visually 
impaired learners to use anatomically correct models during their comprehensive sexuality 
education lessons. Given that the beneficiaries of this project were ultimately visually impaired 

learners, as sighted researchers, we approached entry into schools for the blind with the need to 
acknowledge our privilege as able-bodied researchers. With the principle of “nothing about us, without 
us”, we further relied on two blind professors both locally and internationally as experts to guide our 
community praxis (i.e., how to position ourselves and manage possible resistance due to being outsiders). 
However, upon entering this space, we not only found that most staff (e.g., teachers) working with visually 
impaired learners were sighted. More importantly, our engagement within this space led us to realize 
that preoccupation with privilege tended to essentialize the powerlessness of people with disabilities 
(PwDs) more broadly. Moving from the decolonial project, we found that seeing ourselves as ‘privileged’ 
reproduced a charity model where PwDs are viewed as objects of pity, reliant on their able-bodied 
counterparts to be included in society. We found that the acknowledgement of power was a catharsis for 
us with limited benefit methodologically but with its own caveats.
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Introduction 

Myths and misconceptions about the sexuality of 
people with disabilities (PwDs) are deeply rooted 
in societal prejudices (Bolarinwa, Odimegwu and 
Adebisi 2024; Chappell 2019; Neille, McEwen, and 
de Andrade 2024). These misconceptions often 
lead to the sexual needs and rights of PwDs being 
overlooked, both in South Africa and globally. 
PwDs are frequently perceived as either asexual or 
overly sexualized, resulting in their exclusion from 
comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) (Davis et 
al. 2024; Kumar 2014; McRuer 2006). Despite the 
integral role of CSE in school curricula (Chappell 
2015, 2016, 2019; Davies et al. 2024; Hanass-Hancock 
et al. 2018a, 2018b), teachers often struggle to 
deliver this content effectively and confidently 
(Kelly and Kapperman 2021; Rohleder et al. 2009; 
Wild et al. 2019). This challenge is particularly acute 
in schools for children with disabilities (CwDs). This 
includes where teachers encountering barriers 
such as personal discomfort, cultural and religious 
beliefs, and potential opposition from parents 
(Kapperman and Kelly 2014; Krupa and Esmail 
2010; Author-Anonymous 2021a, 2021b, 2023a, 
2023b). Additionally, the lack of specialized teacher 
education and appropriate classroom resources 
further hampers the delivery of accessible and 
meaningful CSE for CwDs (Kelly and Kapperman 
2021; Rohleder et al. 2009; Wild et al. 2019).

Kapperman and Kelly (2021), Krupa and Esmail (2010), 
as well as Author-Anonymous (2021a, 2021b, 2023a, 
2023b, 2023c) have for example demonstrated that 
learners with visual impairments (LVI) often lack 
accurate knowledge about anatomy. For instance, 
Hicks (1980) described a blind boy who mistakenly 
believed that the vagina was located underneath 
the breast. This gap in anatomical understanding 
can lead to misinformation about their own bodies 
and potentially result in unwanted or uninformed 
sexual practices (Kapperman and Kelly 2013). 
LVI require tactile resources that they can touch 
and feel to effectively grasp and connect with 
the information presented. In this case, verbal 
explanations alone are insufficient (Krupa and 
Esmail 2010). To address this need, scholars 
recommend integrating anatomically correct 

This gap in anatomical 

understanding can lead to 

misinformation about their own 

bodies and potentially result in 

unwanted or uninformed sexual 

practices (Kapperman and 

Kelly 2013).

models (ACMs) into CSE lessons (Kapperman 
and Kelly 2013; Krupa and Esmail 2010; Ubisi and 
Tsabedze 2024). ACMs are three-dimensional 
educational tools that accurately represent human 
genitalia and are specifically designed for teaching 
purposes (Kapperman and Kelly 2013; Krupa and 
Esmail 2010; Author-Anonymous 2021a, 2021b, 
2023a, 2023b, 2023c). Unlike dildos, vibrators, and 
masturbators, which are primarily intended for 
personal sexual pleasure, ACMs are used solely for 
educational purposes (Naphtali et al. 2009; Peta 
2018; Taylor 2011). 

Our community engagement project aimed 
to evaluate the readiness and train secondary1 
schoolteachers of LVI to use ACMs in their CSE 
lessons across four secondary SFB. Inspired by 
reflexivity literature, we sought to be mindful and 
reflective researchers, carefully balancing our 
personal and professional positionalities while 
addressing potential resistance (Idahosa and 
Bradbury 2020; Le Bourdon 2022; Sultana 2007). 
As Le Bourdon (2022) notes, reflexivity is essential 
when working with groups to which one does not 
belong personally or has personal connections. 
This includes our role as academics engaging with 
teachers in SFB. We aimed to use our reflections to 
critically assess how our sighted and professional 
positions influenced power dynamics, research 
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This lack of appropriate 

education heightens their 

vulnerability to sexual assault, 

sexually transmitted infections, 

and unplanned pregnancies, 

contributing to anxiety and 

hindering the development 

of positive sexual identities 

(Ubisi and Tsabedze 2024).

methods, interpretations, as well as the knowledge 
production process (Sultana 2007). Guided by the 
principle of “Nothing about us, without us,” we 
strived to ensure that our approach was inclusive, 
advocative, and representative of PwDs. This 
includes acknowledging our multiple privileges as 
able-bodied researchers. 

The paper starts off by exploring the activist slogan 
on, “Nothing about us, without us” and its implication 
on disability studies work. The paper traces the 
socio-cultural and medical discourses about the 
sexuality of people with disabilities globally and 
locally. This is to provide a historical background of 
the intersection of disability and sexuality. The paper 
further discusses South African teachers’ views 
of teaching comprehensive sexuality education 
to children with disabilities to contextualize the 
potential impact of our community engagement 
project. Then, the methodology, process of data 
collection, data analysis, study findings, and 
practical implications and recommendations for 
future research are discussed.

The “Nothing about us, without us” slogan

As allies in Disability Studies, we initially reviewed 
literature on the slogan “Nothing about us, without 
us” to understand and address our positionality. This 
slogan, adopted by the disability rights movement, 
asserts that no policy or practice affecting PwDs 
should exist without their direct involvement 
in decision-making (Barbour 2024; Stiker 2019; 
Withers 2024). It emphasizes the necessity for self-
representation and autonomy for PwDs, rejecting 
paternalistic approaches that exclude their input 
and guidance (Barbour 2024; Stiker 2019; Withers 
2024). Charlton (1998) argues that this slogan shifts 
the perception of disability from a purely medical 
issue to a political and social identity. This includes 
compelling systems to integrate the voices and 
experiences of disabled individuals into decision-
making processes. Inckle, Brighton, and Sparkes 
(2023) highlight the slogan’s political origins, noting 
its emergence from activism by PwDs and its 
focus on control and voice in resisting oppression. 
Therefore, “Nothing about us, without us” signifies 
a move from a charity model to a social and rights-
based model. This includes tracing oppression and 
exclusion of disability as a societal phenomenon 
instead of a result of an individual disability. From 
this framework, PwDs assert their right to equal 

participation and recognition across all areas of 
life, including the negotiation of sexual rights and 
needs (Barbour 2024; Stiker 2019; Withers 2024).

Socio-cultural and medical  
discourses about the sexuality  
of people with disabilities

Children and adolescents with disabilities, like all 
individuals, undergo sexual development as they 
mature into adulthood (Author-Anonymous 2020). 
Sexuality is a fundamental aspect of human identity, 
evolving through interactions with the social 
environment, with elements such as age, gender, 
and race being relatively fixed while personal 
qualities are shaped through these interactions 
(Chappell 2015). However, negative assumptions 
about the sexuality of PwDs often lead to the 
suppression and marginalization of their sexual 
experiences (Bolarinwa et al. 2024; Chappell 2019; 
Neille et al. 2024). Societal myths frequently portray 
PwDs as either asexual or incapable of controlling 
their sexual desires (Chappell 2019; Davies et 
al. 2024; Hanass-Hancock et al. 2018a, 2018b). 



PEER REV IEW

164 T H E  T H I N K E R   |   V o l u m e  1 0 3 : 2  /  2 0 2 5   |   J o u r n a l  I S S N :  2 0 7 5  2 4 5 8

These stereotypes infantilize PwDs, portraying 
them as needing constant protection due to a 
fear of stigma. Barriers such as discrimination 
and inaccessibility further complicate access to 
healthcare and communication about sexual 
health needs. This lack of appropriate education 
heightens their vulnerability to sexual assault, 
sexually transmitted infections, and unplanned 
pregnancies, contributing to anxiety and hindering 
the development of positive sexual identities (Ubisi 
and Tsabedze 2024). To counter these issues, a 
proactive approach to sexuality education and 
fostering a sense of autonomy are crucial for PwDs 
to experience their bodies as capable of sexual 
expression (Chappell 2019; Davies et al. 2024; 
Hanass-Hancock et al. 2018a, 2018b). Empowering 
teachers to deliver CSE effectively and confidently 
is essential for supporting the sexual development 
of both children and adults with disabilities 
(Chappell 2019). 

South African teachers’ views of teaching 
comprehensive sexuality education to 
children with disabilities

Education is a crucial means of empowering 
individuals within any society. CSE is designed to 
provide young people with the skills, knowledge, 
attitudes, and values necessary to promote their 
health, well-being, and dignity (Kelly and Kapperman 
2021; Rohleder et al. 2009; Wild et al. 2019). Teachers 
play a central role in using CSE to enhance sexual 
health access for CwDs (Chappell 2019; Davies 
et al. 2024; Hanass-Hancock et al. 2018a, 2018b). 
However, teachers require thorough professional 
preparation and ongoing training in CSE. This 
includes acquiring the necessary knowledge, skills, 
and resources to teach CSE (Author-Anonymous 
2021a, 2021b, 2023a, 2023b, 2023c). For instance, a 
review by Author-Anonymous (2023c) highlighted 
the lack of literature in South Africa confirming 
that teachers of LVI receive training to use ACMs in 
their CSE lessons. This gap suggests that practical, 
meaningful demonstrations—such as illustrating 
the difference between a flaccid and erect penis 
using ACMs—are often overlooked (Ubisi and 
Tsabedze 2024). Furthermore, South Africa’s 
diverse racial, cultural, and religious landscape 
presents additional challenges. Teachers who wish 
to promote CSE may face resistance from religious 
and cultural groups who argue that CSE ‘sexualizes’ 

learners (Chappell 2019; Davies et al. 2024; Hanass-
Hancock et al. 2018a, 2018b). Such resistance can 
undermine teachers’ confidence and competence 
in delivering CSE. Despite this, it is important for 
dissenting parents and organizations to recognize 
that sexuality is an integral part of young people’s 
identities. CSE aims to equip all learners, including 
LVI, with the information needed to make informed, 
healthy choices about their growing psychosexual 
development (Chappell 2019; Davies et al. 2024; 
Hanass-Hancock et al. 2018a, 2018b).

Research methodology

Project description

This paper forms part of a larger funded project 
to develop a CSE curriculum for LVI. The project 
members consisted of academics from various 
departments such as psychology, psychology 
of education, development studies, health 
studies, and industrial engineering with one 
administrative staff member from the University 
of South Africa. We consulted both a local and 
international blind professor to build awareness 
of our bias and manage potential resistance 
from the schools. Official permission to conduct 
research in schools was obtained from 3 Heads 
of Provincial Education Departments. Soon after, 
ethical clearance was obtained from the University 
of South Africa’s Research Ethics Committee with 
clearance number: 22/04/13/90352025/02/AM in 
agreement to abide to written informed consent, 
ensuring privacy of identifying information, 
voluntary participation, as well as no negative 
consequences following decline to participate in 
the study at any time. No financial incentive was 
offered to participate in this study.

Sampling

Teachers were conveniently sampling, with a total of 
30 teachers (2 males and 28 females) from 5 South 
African SFB. The principal investigator sent an 
invitation email to school principals, which included 
the following attachments: permission letters 
from Heads of Provincial Education Departments, 
institutional ethical clearance documents, partici
pant information sheets, informed consent forms, 
and a set of interview questions for teachers 
interested in the study. In response, the school 
principals provided a list of teachers who expressed 
interest in participating, categorized by their teaching 
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or personal experience in Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE). The teachers were listed according to 
their educational phase: foundation (Grades R-3), intermediate (Grades 4-6), senior (Grades 7-9), and further 
education (Grades 10-12). Below, Table 1 below for participants’ characteristics. 

Table 1: Teachers’ characteristics

Type of school
Number of 
teachers

Male Female School phase

SFB1 
(Primary & Secondary)

4 4
1 Foundation phase,  

2 Intermediate phase,
1 Senior phase

 SFB2 
(Primary) 

6 2 4
5 Foundation phase,
1 Intermediate phase

SFB3 
(Secondary) 

5 5 5 Senior phase

SFB4 
(Primary) 

8 8
6 Foundation phase, 
2 Intermediate phase

SFB5 
(Primary & Secondary) 

7 7
2 Foundation phase,  

3 Intermediate phase,
2 Senior phase

Total
30 

teachers
2 

males
28 

females

Data collection methods

The study employed a qualitative, exploratory, 
multiple case study design for data generation 
and analysis (Babbie and Mouton 2001). Data 
were collected through focus group discussions 
(FGDs) facilitated by an unstructured interview 
guide. Each FGD lasted between 1 and 2 hours, 
with breaks provided as necessary. In total, 5 
FGDs were conducted, accommodating both 
English and participants’ preferred languages. The 
development of the interview guide was informed 
by findings from the broader project and a review 
of relevant local and international literature (Babbie 
and Mouton 2001).

Data management and analysis

Audio recordings from the FGDs were transcribed 
to ensure accuracy (Babbie and Mouton 2001). 
The raw data, including these audio recordings, 
were stored in a Google Drive folder with restricted 
access limited to the principal investigator and 
the research team involved in the broader project. 
In this study however, we rely on our fieldnotes 
as a rich data source for researcher reflexivity 
(Babbie and Mouton 2001). In accordance with the 

<contains author identifying information> Research 
Ethics Committee guidelines, these recordings 
will be destroyed after 3-5 years. Participants were 
assigned codes to safeguard their identities. Braun 
and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis was utilised 
to analyse the data: (1) Reading and re-reading 
the data to immerse oneself in it; (2) Generating 
emerging codes; (3) Identifying potential themes; (4) 
Reviewing themes in relation to research question 
and existing literature; (5) Defining and explaining 
these themes; and (6) Writing up the report. 

Engaging with our community praxis

We chose teachers as participants for this project 
because our focus was on enhancing teaching 
methodologies and resources, directly impacting 
the educators rather than the LVI themselves. 
However, our next phase will prioritize incorporating 
the voices of LVI. Initially guided by decolonial 
principles, we aimed to critically re-examine our 
practices and be mindful of the intersections 
between disability and sexuality, particularly how 
sexuality is often marginalized for PwDs. Below, 
we reflect on our journey from our initial entry 
as sighted researchers into SFB to our evolved 
understanding and perspectives upon leaving.
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Reflections on ethics

Ethics are fundamental in research, especially 
when engaging with visually impaired individuals 
and other gatekeepers. In our study, we needed 
to collaborate with key figures—such as school 
principals, teachers, and Heads of Provincial 
Education Departments—to access visually 
impaired learners (LVI). We carefully considered 
privacy dynamics and the potential impact of the 
research on participants’ daily lives. For instance, we 
scheduled the study to avoid disrupting teachers’ 
classes, conducting it towards the end of the term 
break when there was no teaching.

Creating a safe and trusting environment was 
crucial, as teachers relied on the protection of their 
personal information and job security. Teachers 
expressed interest in participating by responding 
to an invitation email sent by their school principal. 
Recognizing the power differentials involved, we 
were concerned that the principal’s role might 
influence voluntary participation. To address this, 
we ensured that principals did not participate 
in focus group discussions (FGDs). The principal 
investigator spoke with each principal before the 
study began, emphasizing that no teacher should 
feel pressured to participate.

During the FGDs, I clearly communicated to 
teachers that their anonymity could not be fully 
guaranteed. Prior to the discussions, I explained 
the study’s purpose, voluntariness, risks, benefits, 
and data usage in their preferred language. I 
assured participants that they were free to decline 
or withdraw from the study at any time without 
repercussions or disclosure to the school principal. 
I also requested that teachers refrain from sharing 
any information revealed during the FGDs outside 
the discussions, especially if it could be traced 
back to individuals or specific schools. To further 
protect participants’ identities, we used codes to 
anonymize their data and ensure confidentiality.

Reflections about entering schools for  
the blind as sighted researchers

Our reflections began with an examination of our 
own identities and the perspectives we brought to 
the research process. These discussions took place 
during our weekly meetings, where we shared our 
fears, hopes, and potential challenges. Initially, we 
naively believed that conducting research in SFB 

required a unique understanding of blindness, 
or that our commitment to the subject might be 
questioned because none of us had severe visual 
impairments or lived with someone who does. For 
example, one project member expressed concern, 
saying, “I have never had a conversation with a blind 
person… What would we need to do to fit in? We 
are not blind researchers” (Thanda). This discomfort 
highlighted our awareness of the privilege of 
being sighted individuals. Feeling this growing 
apprehension, we decided to delve into these feelings 
by asking ourselves several critical questions: What 
are our perceptions and expectations of teachers 
of LVI? How do these perceptions differ from 
those of teachers in special needs or mainstream 
schools? Through this process, we sought to better 
understand and address our discomfort, aiming to 
engage more thoughtfully and sensitively with our 
research context.

Reflections on the dynamics of interaction

We had a series of FGDs in different schools. 
Because of the noted discomfort, we took great 
care to make sure that our praxis was to lessen 
possible resistance resulting from our outsider 
status. For instance, one of the comments from one 
of the project members from the first FGDs was, 
“I am not sure if I consistently used the politically 
correct term of people with disabilities instead of 
disabled people” (Muzi). Our reflections focused 
more on how we can negotiate and mitigate these 
dynamics and interpersonal reflections on our 
experience. These observations of protocol made 
us reflect on our outsider status. As an example, 
when we went to the first SFB, we noticed that 
some teachers were not fully comfortable forming 
a partnership with us. During our reflection 
sessions, we came to the mutual conclusion that 
teachers and principals in schools for the blind 
might be very protective. One of the reasons for 
this was how one of the joint school for deaf and 
blind learners we visited was previously in the news 
for the wrong reasons such as learners receiving 
poor nutrition (Matlhabe 2021a), sexual misconduct 
involving educators (South African Government 
News Agency 2012), and learners demanding that 
sexual abuse be taken seriously within the school 
(Matlhabe 2021b).

However, our encounters with the teachers 
revealed a deeper layer of complexity, such as 
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“I thought that we would 

actually find more blind 

teachers in these schools… 

I mean isn’t that what you 

would expect?”

what is the difference between us and them as 
most teachers and staff in most SFB were also 
sighted? We acknowledged that they have a much 
closer relation to the LVI and understanding of 
how visual impairment affects various aspects of 
their lives, including their growing psychosexual 
development. It troubled our preconceptions about 
the kind of space we had imagined and emphasized 
diverse experiences within the community. With 
our engagements with teachers in this setting, our 
encounters led us to question our preoccupation 
of power and able-bodiedness within this context 
were given that we came where there were already 
other sighted individuals occupying this space 
(i.e., teachers, school managers, hostel caretakers, 
cooks, cleaners, school administrators, and security 
guards). For instance, one of the project members 
commented after meeting the one and only blind 
teacher we encountered during data collection 
that, “I thought that we would actually find more 
blind teachers in these schools…I mean isn’t that 
what you would expect?” Matimu said during the 
interview. 

Upon further reflection, we became aware 
of the need and implication of our constant 
acknowledgement of our privilege. As the 
principal researcher stated, “If most of the 
individuals in these learners’ daily interactions are 
like us (sighted individuals), why should we feel 
any different in their space?” It brought into sharp 
reflection the subtle aspects of special education 
and the multitudinous gazes on issues around 
inclusion and empowerment. We recognized that 

this positionality reinforced the charity model 
where PwDs are often placed as passive subjects 
of philanthropy, rather than active change-makers 
(Chappell 2019). It was a point of realization to 
reframe our approach from one of relationship 
rather than hierarchy. That is, acknowledging our 
privilege as sighted researchers was cathartic for 
attempting to deal with our bias, and underscored 
that we need deeper, broader, system-level 
change in how we pursue research. Our assertion 
perhaps results from the fact that the study 
did not engage with visually impaired learners 
directly, but their teachers. We felt no need to take 
active steps to blend in. Speaking to the insiders 
made us feel closer to the person of enquiry, 
although the focus of this study was to improve 
the teaching and learning of CSE for teachers of 
LVI, and not on the psychosexual experiences of 
people with visual impairment. 

Essentializing the powerlessness of  
people with disabilities more broadly

At the same time, we became increasingly aware 
of the cautionary advice from disability scholars 
such as Barbour (2024), Chappell (2019), and 
Withers (2024), who warn against overlooking 
the inclusion of PwDs in disability research. By 
focusing on teachers rather than the LVI, who 
are the ultimate beneficiaries of this community 
engagement project, we risk neglecting a crucial 
aspect of PwDs’ experiences and perspectives. 
This approach, while practical, misses the essential 
narrative and voice of those directly affected by 
the issues at hand. As one of the project members 
noted in her journal: “are we assuming that they 
(LVI) cannot speak for themselves? Why? Because 
we are authority figures? Very presumptive and 
othering” (Nonhlanhla).

This reflection led us to address why LVI were 
not included in our project thus far. Although 
our research involved sensitive topics—such as 
discussions about sexuality, sexual anatomy, and 
related issues—we recognized the importance of 
including LVI in our study. Engaging them with 
age-appropriate questions about their needs in 
CSE could have provided invaluable insights. We, 
however, agreed that our decision to exclude LVI 
stemmed partly from ethical concerns and our 
apprehensions about conducting research with 
children. Ethical review boards rigorously scrutinize 
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research involving vulnerable populations, such as 
children, to ensure their protection, which is crucial. 
We collectively agreed that conducting research 
with children presents complex challenges and 
preferred to prioritize safety in our approach. 

Ultimately, despite our initial fears, we recognized 
the necessity of conducting this research. Our 
concerns about being able-bodied researchers 
and the implications of researcher privilege offered 
us valuable insights that we wish to share with 
others undertaking research in spaces where their 
characteristics differ from those of their participants. 
We found that blending into this unfamiliar 
environment was facilitated by identifying 
commonalities with other sighted individuals 
working there. We learned that it is not essential to 
be a member of the community being studied, but 
allyship is crucial. Our preoccupation with researcher 
privilege initially seemed to reinforce the perceived 
powerlessness of PwDs, as viewing ourselves as 
powerful inadvertently diminished the perceived 
agency of the other (i.e. PwDs). However, by diligently 
acknowledging our researcher privilege, we gained 
deeper insights into the power dynamics at play. 
This reflection allowed us to continue the decolonial 
project by uncovering and addressing hidden power 
structures in sensitive research contexts, particularly 
those involving subjects who are indirectly affected 
by the research.

On becoming, and contributions  
to the decolonial project

The implications of our study are multi-dimensional. 
Primarily, it underscores the critical importance 
of including the voices of PwDs at every stage of 
the research process, in line with the principle: 
“Nothing about us, without us.” This approach is not 
only ethical but essential for ensuring the validity 
and relevance of research findings. Engaging with 
PwDs directly enhances the empirical value of 
the research and reflects their lived experiences 
more accurately. Our project also highlights the 
necessity of ongoing reflection and adaptation 
in community engagement projects, especially 
when navigating spaces with significant power 
imbalances. Addressing these power imbalances is 
crucial for tackling systemic issues that contribute 
to the marginalization of PwDs. Recognizing 
privilege is an important first step, but meaningful 
progress requires concrete actions to dismantle 

the structures that perpetuate it. This includes 
advocating for policy changes that promote 
inclusive practices and ensuring that research 
outcomes translate into tangible benefits for the 
communities involved.

Le Bourdon (2022) argues that decolonizing 
the field of learning requires ongoing reflection 
and adaptation, achieved through conversation, 
writing, and taking actionable steps. Our study 
aligns with this view, revealing how discrimination 
and exclusion operate at structural, interpersonal, 
and intrapersonal levels. We echo the sentiments 
of Idahosa and Bradbury (2020), Le Bourdon (2022), 
and Sultana (2007), who assert that addressing 
these factors is a shared responsibility. Adhering 
to the principle “Nothing about us, without us” 
helps in identifying and addressing the complex 
dynamics of power and privilege that perpetuate 
the invisibility and powerlessness of marginalized 
groups such as PwDs. This approach ensures that 
the voices of those directly affected are integral 
to the research and policy-making processes. 
Moreover, while reflexivity can be a personal, 
challenging, and often uncomfortable process, it 
is essential for effective community engagement. 
It provides valuable insights and contributes 
significantly to the decolonial project by helping 
to move marginalized voices closer to the center 
of discourse. The continuous cycle of learning, 
unlearning, reflecting, and listening ultimately 
fosters a more inclusive and equitable approach to 
research and practice (Idahosa and Bradbury 2020; 
Le Bourdon 2022; Sultana 2007).

Conclusion

In conclusion, our community engagement 
project highlighted the complexities of working 
within spaces dedicated to visually impaired 
learners while navigating our own positionality 
as sighted, able-bodied researchers. Initially, our 
approach was guided by an awareness of our 
privilege and the principle of “Nothing about us, 
without us,” involving blind experts to shape our 
praxis. However, our experience revealed that this 
focus on privilege could inadvertently perpetuate 
a charity model, where people with disabilities are 
seen as passive recipients of support rather than 
active participants in their own empowerment. 
This realization underscored the need to move 
beyond simplistic notions of privilege and power, 
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emphasizing a more nuanced understanding 
that recognizes the agency of visually impaired 
individuals while avoiding the pitfalls of tokenism 
and essentialization. Our reflection on power 
dynamics proved cathartic and informative, 
though it also highlighted the limitations and 
potential drawbacks of such an approach in 
methodological terms. One of the immediate 
limitations of this study is having no engagement 
with visually impaired learners. Direct engagement 
with visually impaired learners may have limited 
our understanding of their specific needs and 

preferences in sexuality education. We suggest 
that future research is needed, including and by 
PwDs themselves, to account for their own needs 
in sexuality education. We further encourage 
curriculum developers, training institutions, as well 
as school managers to invest in teacher training 
to empower teachers with knowledge, skills, and 
resources such as the use of anatomically correct 
in their CSE lessons. Furthermore, perhaps more 
longitudinal studies within these contexts would 
better provide comparative and detailed findings 
for monitoring and evaluation. 
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Endnote
1	  We focused on teachers of visually impaired learners in Grades 10-12, ages 16-18 because literature in South Africa 

suggests that the sexual debut of most visually impaired is 16 (Grade 10) and in some cases even lesser than 16 (Kelly 
et al., 2002). It should also be stated that most visually impaired learners start school at a much later age, in some 
cases a 20-year-old learner could be in for example Grade 10 (Kelly et al., 2002).  
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