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Abstract

The number of students with visual impairments in general education schools has been
increasing in the United States as well as worldwide. Research needs to investigate the
experiences of individuals with visual impairments in general education classrooms. The
developmental niche theory was used to explore how people with visual impairments describe
social and academic experiences in primary and secondary general education schools.

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the experiences of students with visual
impairments in primary and secondary general education classrooms. Research data was
obtained from people with visual impairments who attended general education classrooms in
primary, elementary, or high school. The participants were adults who already graduated from
high school. Online semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven individuals with
visual impairments who received some part of their education in primary and secondary general
education classrooms.

Good relationships with some general education and resource room teachers, acceptance
by some teachers and classmates, and being academically successful in some classes are the
main positive social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in general
education classrooms. Teacher support, personal attributes of students, extracurricular activities,
positive attitudes of classmates and teachers, and a safe and inclusive school and classroom

environment led to positive social and academic experiences for students with visual



impairments in general education classrooms. Bullying is the most common social experience,
and lack of accommodations is the most common academic experience in this study. In addition,
Math is the most difficult class for most of the participants. Physical education is the other class
those which students with visual impairments were mostly not included due to a lack of
accommodations.

Future research should examine suggestions or solutions for the negative social and
academic experiences in general education schools described by individuals with visual
impairments. Future research should also focus on the reasons to transfer to specialized schools
for the blind for students with visual impairments. An examination as to the reasons why Math
class was the most difficult class for students with visual impairments and the reasons why
students with visual impairments lacked inclusion opportunities in Physical Education classes

should be deeply investigated in future research.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the present study. First, the background of the study
is discussed. Second, the theoretical framework is explained. Then, the rationale for the study,
the purpose of the study and research questions, and the significance of the study are discussed.
The last part of the chapter presents the definition of key terms of the study.

Background of the Study

The number of students with visual impairments in general education classrooms has
been increasing in the United States. In 1963, approximately half of the students who are
classified as legally blind in the United States lived in residential schools for the blind. (Smith et
al., 2016). In 2015, the American Printing House for the Blind (2015) reported that 83% of
students with visual impairments attend public schools, and 8.4% of students with visual
impairments attend schools for the blind. The number of students attending public school has
continued to rise. According to the American Printing House for the Blind (2018), approximately
85% of students with visual impairments attend public schools, and about 8% of students with
visual impairments attend schools for the blind. In the last 50 years, the number and percentage
of students with visual impairments in schools for the blind have dramatically decreased, while

the number and percentage of students with visual impairments in public schools have increased.



Changes in school placement for students with visual impairments have coincided with a
series of legislation, that made it possible for students with visual impairments to stay in their
local public schools. The VVocational Rehabilitation Act (VRA) and the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act (EAHCA) were enacted in 1973 and 1975, respectively. Then, the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) was enacted in 1990. The VRA and ADA are both civil rights laws, and the VRA
provided basic civil rights protections for students, employees, and other individuals with
disabilities (Hatlen, 2000). On the other hand, the EAHCA is known as mainstreaming law and
ensures that all children, regardless of their disability, receive a free and appropriate public
education. Mainstreaming was defined as the partial integration of students with disabilities into
regular education settings, based on their individual needs, abilities, and characteristics (Dev,
1996). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act (IDEIA) are extended versions of the EAHCA. One of the most
important components of the IDEA, and later the reauthorization of the act known as IDEIA, was
provisions for providing education in a child’s least restrictive environment. This means
students with disabilities should be educated with students without disabilities as much as
possible. The idea of the least restrictive environment encouraged students with disabilities
including students with visual impairments to be enrolled in general education classrooms.
Therefore, more students have been enrolled in general education classrooms in time. The
combination of the passage of these laws revolutionized education for students with visual

impairments, thus opening doors for students with visual impairments to be taught along their



sighted peers in local public schools. More details of the impact of these laws on public
education are explored in further detail in Chapter 2.

According to Smith et al. (2016), the inclusion of students with visual impairments in
classrooms with their sighted peers has several advantages. Reduction of stigma, opportunities
for social interactions with students without disabilities, and higher academic expectations are
the major advantages of inclusion for students with disabilities. On the other hand, concerns of
parents of students with disabilities about bullying, getting less attention in general education
classrooms, and the unreadiness of general education teachers are the main disadvantages of
inclusion.

Placement in a classroom is not the only impact on students with visual impairments’
learning. There is also research concerning the attitudes of general education teachers toward the
inclusion of students with visual impairments in their classrooms, and findings are mixed.
Although Mushoriwa (2001) found that primary school teachers had negative attitudes toward
inclusion in Zimbabwe, Ravenscroft, Davis, Bilgin, and Wazni (2019) reported that elementary
school teachers had positive attitudes toward the inclusion of students with visual impairments.
Moreover, Miyauchi (2020) reported that attitudes of general education teachers toward
inclusion were mixed and were dependent upon the individual teachers, students, and
environmental-related factors. Miyauchi and Paul (2020) also reported that accessibility, social
interactions, and the physical surroundings of schools are the main barriers.

Students with visual impairments can have both negative and positive experiences when
they are educated in a general education setting. Good relationships with general education and

resource room teachers (Chang & Schaller, 2002), acceptance by teachers and classmates



(George & Duquette, 2006; Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), and being academically
successful (Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017) are the main positive social and academic
experiences of students with visual impairments in general education classrooms. Supportive
teachers (Chang & Schaller, 2002; George & Duquette, 2006; Miyauchi & Paul, 2020), and
parents (Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), high expectations from students (Chang & Schaller,
2002; Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), personal attributes of students (George & Duquette,
2006; Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017; Miyauchi & Paul, 2020), extracurricular activities
(Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), safe and inclusive classroom environment (Chang and
Schaller, 2002; Miyauchi & Paul, 2020) and positive school climate and attitudes (Hess, 2010)
led to positive social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in general
education classrooms.

On the other hand, bullying is one of the most common negative social experiences for
students with visual impairments in inclusion classrooms (Austin, 2018; Haegele and Zhu, 2017;
Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017; Rosenblum, 2000; Worth, 2013). Lack of socialization is the
other common negative social experience for students with visual impairments (Austin, 2018;
Conroy, 2008; Haegele and Zhu, 2017; Haegele, 2019; Jessup et al., 2018; Kim & Kim, 2015;
Rosenblum, 2000; Thurston, 2014; Worth, 2013). In addition, lack of teacher training and
experience (Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017; Lamichhane, 2013; Lieberman & Houston-Wilson,
1999; McCarthy & Shevlin, 2017; Opie, 2018; Wall, 2002), lack of supplementary and
specialized instruction (Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017; Koehler & Wild, 2019), lack of time for
instruction (Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999; Opie, 2018; Wall, 2002), community attitudes

(Conroy, 2007; Lamichhane, 2013), parental overprotection (Lieberman & Houston-Wilson,



1999) and teachers’ concern about safety (Wall, 2002) are all common negative academic
experiences for students with visual impairments in general education classrooms. It is important
to learn about both positive and negative social and academic experiences and the factors that
lead to positive experiences for students with visual impairments in inclusion classrooms.

Theoretical Framework

Niche theory is the primary theoretical framework used for this research. This theory
was first proposed in evolutionary biology as a niche construction theory and was used to
describe how organisms not only adapt to environments, but in part also construct them
(Lewontin, 1983). The developmental niche theory, as described by Super and Harkness, (1986)
examines the influence of cultures on human development. Super and Harkness’ developmental
niche theory has three main subsystems: 1) the physical and social settings in which the child
lives; 2) the customs of childcare and child-rearing; and 3) the psychology of the caretakers.
Gauvain (1995) further developed the use of developmental niche theory for organizing
cognitive developmental research in relation to culture. Her three subsystems are 1) activity
goals and values of the culture; 2) material and symbolic tools for satisfying cultural goals and
values; and 3) higher-level structures that instantiate cultural goals and values in everyday
practice.

The developmental niche theory has also been used in research with individuals with
visual impairments (Fast, 2018; Chiu, 2020). Fast (2018) used the developmental niche theory to
explore accessibility to public transportation for travelers with visual impairments. She explored
the subsystems of 1) public bus settings; 2) learning strategies and accommaodations for

individuals with visual impairments; and 3) attitudes and knowledge of public transportation
5



workers. Furthermore, Chiu (2020) used the niche theory to investigate the science identity of
students with visual impairments. According to her, norms, people, and resources are parts of the
Niche theory in science learning environments.

Niche theory centers on the individual and explores subsystems around them. The niche
theory pays attention to both the biological differences of children and the culture on child
development. In this study, developmental niche theory will be used to explore how people with
visual impairments describe their social and academic experiences in primary and secondary
general education schools. Three subsystems described in the present study are 1) a school
setting of educational placement 2) accommodations made for the student with a visual
impairment and 3) attitudes of classmates, teachers, and parents regarding the student with a
visual impairment.

Rationale for the Study

Due to the mandates of the IDEA legislation that requires students with any disability,
including visual impairment, to be educated in the least restrictive educational placement, the
number of students with disabilities including visual impairments in general education schools
has been increasing. However, literature investigating the experiences of students with visual
impairments in primary and secondary general education schools is limited. Therefore, by
gathering data from students with visual impairments about their experiences in this qualitative
study, we better understand the needs of the students and factors that affect the students’

experiences in inclusion schools.



Purpose of the Study and Research Questions

The purpose of this qualitative study is to explore the experiences of students with visual
impairments in primary and secondary general education classrooms. Research data was
obtained from people with visual impairments who attended general education classrooms in
primary, elementary, or high school. The participants were adults who already graduated from
high school. The data collection process is explained in detail in Chapter 3. The present study
will investigate the following questions:

1. What are the positive social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in

general education classrooms? What factors lead the positive social and academic experiences in
inclusive settings?

2. What are the negative social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in
general education classrooms?

Significance of the Study

A series of legislation have led to the ability of students with visual impairments to attend
classes with sighted peers in public schools. Since the 1970s, legislation such as the VRA, ADA,
EAHCA, IDEA, and IDEIA have increased enrollment in general education classrooms in both
primary and secondary general education classrooms in the last fifty years. This increase in
enrollment resulted in both positive and negative experiences for students with visual
impairments. However, there is a dearth of literature on the social and academic experiences of
students. Therefore, additional research is needed to explore the factors that lead to positive

social and academic experiences. The present study addresses a lack of research within the field



of visual impairments regarding the experiences of students with visual impairments and factors

that affect those experiences in primary and secondary general education classrooms. This study

also will help us to fill the gap, especially about positive social and academic experiences in the

literature.

Definition of Terms

Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): the ADA provides civil rights protections for
students, employees, and other individuals with disabilities in all areas of public life. The
law was enacted in 1990 (Hatlen, 2000).

General Education School: Unlike Special education school, general education school is
where students with disabilities can be educated with their peers without disabilities.
General education schools can include general education classrooms or self-contained
classrooms (Smith et al., 2016).

Inclusion: inclusion begins in general education settings, and students’ academic
performances are not the concern of inclusion but are only concerned with students’
benefits of being in the general education class (Huston, 2007).

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA): the IDEA is a federal law and
enacted in 1990 and reauthorized in 1997. People are eligible for services under IDEA
(age 3 through 21) if they have one of the recognized disabilities: autism, deaf-blindness,
deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual disability, multiple
disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment including an attention-

deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), specific learning disability includes dyslexia,
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Vii.

viil.

speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, visual impairment, and
developmental delay.

Least Restrictive Environment: least restrictive environment means students with
disabilities should be educated with students without disabilities as much as possible
(Smith et al., 2016).

Legal Blindness: central visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better eye with best
correction or a central visual acuity of more than 20/200 if there is a visual field defect in
which the peripheral field is contracted to such an extent that the widest diameter of the
visual field subtends an angular distance of no greater than 20 degrees (Huebner, 2000, p.
59).

Low Vision: central visual acuity of 20/70 to 20/200 in the better eye with correction or a
visual field of 20 to 40 degrees or less in the better eye with correction (Huebner, 2000, p.
60).

Mainstreaming: partial integration of students with disabilities into general education
settings, based on their individual needs, abilities, and characteristics (Dev, 1996).
Orientation and Mobility Services: Services provided to blind or visually impaired
children by qualified personnel to enable those students to attain systematic orientation to
and safe movement within their environments in school, home, and community (IDEA,
2004, 300.34(c)(7))

Related Services: transportation and such developmental, corrective, and other supportive
services as are required to assist a child with a disability to benefit from special

education, and includes speech-language pathology and audiology services, interpreting



xXi.

Xil.

Xiii.

services, psychological services, physical and occupational therapy, recreation, including
therapeutic recreation, early identification and assessment of disabilities in children,
counseling services, including rehabilitation counseling, orientation and mobility
services, and medical services for diagnostic or evaluation purposes (IDEA, 2004,
300.34)

Students with Blindness: They use braille or auditory methods to receive instructions
(Smith et al., 2016).

Students with Low Vision: They use their vision as their primary sensory channel (Smith
etal., 2016).

Visual Impairment: an impairment of the vision that causes a real or perceived

disadvantage in performing specific tasks (Corn & Koenig, 2000).

10



Chapter 2: Literature Review

The study aims to investigate the social and academic experiences of students with visual
impairments in primary and secondary general education classrooms. In this chapter, the
theoretical framework of the study and literature review on positive and negative social and
academic experiences of students with visual impairments are presented. Chapter 2, a literature
review is divided into five main sections: theoretical framework, students with visual
impairments, main legislations in the United States, inclusion of students with visual
impairments, and experiences of students with visual impairments in general education

classrooms.

The Developmental Niche Theory

Niche theory was first proposed in evolutionary biology as a niche construction theory,
and it was stated that organisms not only adapt to environments but in part also construct them
(Lewontin, 1983). Laland et al. (2001) define niche construction theory as “organisms frequently
choose, regulate, construct and destroy important components of their environments, in the
process changing the selection pressures to which they and other organisms are exposed” (p. 22).
Nests, holes, burrows, paths, webs, dams, and chemical environments are some examples of how
they construct their environments (Odling-Smee et al., 1996).

The developmental niche was used by Super and Harkness (1986) to understand the
influence of cultures on human development. According to Super and Harkness (1986), “the

developmental niche, in response, is a theoretical framework for studying cultural regulation of

11



the micro-environment of the child, and it attempts to describe this environment from the point
of view of the child in order to understand processes of development and acquisition of culture”
(p. 552). Super and Harkness (1986) investigated a rural Kipsigis community in Kenya to
understand relationships between the settings of children’s everyday lives and different aspects
of child development. Their developmental niche has three main subsystems: 1) the physical and
social settings in which the child lives; 2) the customs of childcare and child-rearing; and 3) the
psychology of the caretakers.

The physical and social settings in which the child lives play an important role in the
child’s development. Super and Harkness (1986) provided some examples to explain the
subsystems of the developmental niche theory. For example, American babies overall slept more
than Kipsigis babies because of the differences in physical settings and daily routines of two
different communities. The meanings of the work and play are differently constructed by those
two communities. In addition, the expectations of the parents from the children in the two
communities were different; for instance, older children especially girls are responsible for
taking care of the baby siblings in the Kipsigis community.

Super and Harkness (1986) defined the customs as, “sequences of behavior so commonly
used by members of the community, and so thoroughly integrated into the larger culture, that
they do not need individual rationalization and are not necessarily given conscious thought” (p.
555). For instance, carrying a baby on the caretaker’s back is an example of the customs in the
Kipsigis community. The psychology of the caretakers includes parenting styles and belief
systems of parents. For example, Kipsigis parents deliberately taught their babies how to sit and

walk and not crawl, so they acquired sitting and walking skills earlier than American babies.

12



Figure 3.2 shows children’s culturally constructed environment in the developmental niche
theory. A child is at the center of the subsystems, and settings, caretaker psychology, and
customs are around a child as three subsystems that are influenced by aspects of the larger
culture.

Figure 1. The Developmental Niche Theory

Aspects of the Larger Culture Aspects of the Larger Culture

Aspects of the Larger Culture

Note: Taken from (Harkness et al., 2007, p. 34S).
Moreover, Gauvain (1995) used developmental niche theory for organizing cognitive

developmental research in relation to the culture. Her three subsystems are 1) activity goals and

13



values of the culture; 2) material and symbolic tools for satisfying cultural goals and values; and
3) higher-level structures that instantiate cultural goals and values in everyday practice.
According to Gauvain (1995), human behavior and thinking occur with a meaningful
combination of material, social, and individual resources that are organized to achieve a
particular goal, and both opportunities and constraints on human action are provided by the
culture. For instance, Brazilian street children showed better arithmetic skills when they sold
candies to make money than in more formal situations, or Puluwats, which is an islander
community in Micronesia created a goal-oriented navigational system. Although this system has
inconsistencies, it was sufficient for them to find their way around the island.

The second subsystem explains that symbolic and material tools have been used by
people to acquire mathematical skills throughout history such as abacuses, calculators, or
computers. For example, the Hindu-Arabic numeral system replaced the Roman numeral system
during the 14™ century in Italy because Hindu-Arabic numerals are easy to learn and perform
without elaborate equipment. Another example in Gauvain (1995) is that Chinese children made
fewer counting errors than American children because numbers in Chinese are more standardized
than in English.

The last subsystem focuses on formal and informal social interaction practices and active
participation. According to Kendal (2012), “scaffolding by a teacher, parent, or some aspect of
the learning environment can be implemented by altering the cognitive growth rate or by
affecting the carrying capacity for the logistic cognitive growth” (p. 244). This also aligns with
Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. Vygotsky (1978) defines the zone of proximal

development as “it is the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by
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independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
problem-solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86).
Moreover, According to Lave and Wenger (1991), situated learning occurs when an individual
actively participates in the learning experience, and it stresses the importance of the interaction
between the children and the constructed learning environment.

A child is at the center of the Niche theory, and subsystems are around them. The Niche
theory pays attention to the biological differences of a child. According to Harkness (2007), a
child has a particular set of inherited dispositions that comes from birth. The Niche theory
emphasizes the importance of culture on child development. Super and Harkness (1986)
provided a framework for investigating the impacts of cultural futures on child-rearing. They
explored the customs, values, and cultural beliefs at a family level. The authors focused on a
Kipsigis community in Kenya and provided particular examples of how cultural beliefs and
values influence child development. It is seen that cultural beliefs and values are not distal
influences in the developmental niche theory.

While developmental niche theory has examined cultural beliefs and values of children in
Kenya, the developmental niche theory can also be applied to the analysis of children with
disabilities including visual impairments. For instance, Harkness et al. (2007) used settings of
daily life, customs of care, and the psychology of caretakers as three subsystems of the
developmental niche theory. The authors provided particular examples of how parents’ culturally
constructed ideas can support or challenge the work of the occupational therapist. When
examining the niches of persons with visual impairment, Fast (2018) used this theory to

investigate accessibility to public transportation for travelers with visual impairments. Public bus
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settings, learning strategies and accommodations for individuals with visual impairments, and
attitudes and knowledge of public transportation workers are three subsystems examined in her
work. Moreover, Chiu (2020) used niche theory to examine the science identity of students with
visual impairments. Norms, people, and resources are parts of the Niche theory in science
learning environments.

In the present study, the developmental niche theory is used to explore how people with
visual impairments describe social and academic experiences in primary and secondary general
education schools. The three-subsystem model created by Fast (2018) used to analyze the niche
of persons with visual impairment, serves as the theoretical methodology used in this study to
create the subsystems for further analysis. The subsystems in the current study are: 1) a school
setting of educational placement 2) accommodations made for the student with a visual
impairment and 3) attitudes of classmates, teachers, and parents regarding the student with a
visual impairment.

The first subsystem of school setting includes the many components of general education
classroom educational experiences of students with visual impairments. Included in the school
subsystem are examinations of availability of the materials, appropriate technology, appropriate
teacher training, assistive devices, and paraprofessionals. The second subsystem focuses on the
accommodations to include students with visual impairments in schools. The third subsystem
focuses on the attitudes of classmates, teachers, and parents about students with visual

impairments.
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Figure 2. Relationship among the subsystems
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There is a reciprocal relationship between the subsystems and students with visual
impairments. Each subsystem interacts with each other as well as the student with a visual
impairment. For example, a school setting can have both a positive and negative impact on the
accommodations available to the students which may be a direct or indirect correlation with

attitudes of others including the teachers, classmates and parents.
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Students with Visual Impairments

Congenital Visual Impairments and Adventitious Visual Impairments

Students with visual impairments are a heterogeneous group that represents a group of
students that ranges from those with low vision to those who are totally blind, and they can be
classified based on different characteristics such as congenital and adventitious visual
impairments (Welsh and Tuttle, 1997). According to Welsh and Tuttle (1997), “The term
congenital visual impairment refers to a condition of blindness or severe visual impairment that
is present at birth or occurs at an age when the absence of vision probably will alter a person’s
conceptual development” (p. 60). Children who lose their vision before the age of three can be
found under the definition of congenital visual impairment because children do not have any
visual imagery or memory before age three.

Moreover, Warren (1994) stated that children with congenital blindness have difficulties
in dealing with spatial concepts. Because children with congenital blindness depend on auditory
and tactual sources, they may not develop certain abstract concepts as much as their peers do.
This also can create functional difficulties for children with congenital blindness in the mobility
and leisure activity areas. Their lack of sense of the concept of directionality creates mobility
problems for them, so they can easily become lost if they don’t have orientation and mobility
(O&M) skills. O&M is a specialized training designed to facilitate the ability of individuals with

visual impairments to perform independent travel skills (Crudden, Cmar, & McDonnall, 2017).
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Furthermore, congenital blindness affects motor development. According to Fraiberg (1977),
children with congenital blindness showed significant delays in crawling and walking alone
across a room.

On the other hand, Welsh and Tuttle (1997) defined adventitious visual impairment as
“Individuals who at one time were sighted but who have subsequently lost some, if not all, of
their vision are described as having an adventitious visual impairment (p. 67). A vision could be
gradually lost because of diseases like diabetic retinopathy, cataracts, and glaucoma, or people
can lose their visions in a sudden way such as unexpected accidents. People with congenital
blindness may experience traumatic loss and shock when they lose their vision. Other factors
such as the degree of remaining vision, the stability of vision, personal characteristics, age of
vision loss, and environmental factors also influence the experiences of people with visual

impairments when they lose their sight.

Blindness and Low Vision

There are legal and educational definitions of blindness that can also be found in the
literature. Legal blindness is defined as “central visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better eye
with best correction or a central visual acuity of more than 20/200 if there is a visual field defect
in which the peripheral field is contracted to such an extent that the widest diameter of the visual
field subtends an angular distance of no greater than 20 degrees” (Huebner, 2000, p. 59).
Huebner (2000) also defined low vision as “central visual acuity of 20/70 to 20/200 in the better
eye with correction or a visual field of 20 to 40 degrees or less in the better eye with correction”

(p. 60). Definitions of legal blindness do not exactly show the ability to use vision in terms of a
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person’s visual functioning. Other factors like contrast sensitivity, motivation and cognitive
ability of a person need to be considered.

On the other hand, Smith et al. (2016) also provided educational definitions of blindness.
According to the authors, students who are blind use braille or auditory methods to receive
instructions in the schools, and students with low vision use their vision as their primary sensory
channel. Therefore, educational definitions are mostly based on the functional usage of the vision
to receive instructions. It is important to know that students who are legally blind may read print,
but students who are educationally blind are unable to read print. According to Huebner (2000),
most states in the United States do not require a clinical definition of legal blindness to provide
services. Students with visual impairments may receive specialized services if they are

educationally blind or have low vision.

History of Educating Students with Visual Impairments

When we look at the history of students with visual impairments, the first attempts to
develop systematic programs to educate children with visual impairments started in Europe.
However, those attempts were not successful until the mid-18th century. The Institute for Blind
Youths was established in Paris in 1784 by Valentine Hauly. Expectations for students with
visual impairments were low in this early period, even though some of the students succeeded in
educational activities (Hatlen, 2000).

The development of the Braille code was a significant milestone for educating students
with visual impairments. Louis Braille, who became blind at an early age, developed braille code

(Hatlen, 2000). The development of the Braille code was important because the education of
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students with visual impairments could not be progressed without tactile reading and writing.
However, different codes were also developed in time and created controversy between the
associations. Finally, the Braille Authority of North America (BANA) became the authority in
the United States and Canada (Hatlen, 2000) and created one unifying English code.

The first educational programs in the United States for students with visual impairments
followed Valentine Haiiy’s residential school system. Residential programs were the first
significant opportunities for children with disabilities to receive services especially for children
with deafness and visual impairments. For example, the first school for students with visual
impairments, the New England Asylum for the Blind (later Perkins School for the Blind) was
founded by Samuel Gridley Howe in Boston in 1829. Then, the New York Institute for Special
Education and Overbrook School for the Blind in Pennsylvania were founded respectively in
1831 and 1832. The first three schools for the blind were privately funded and supported schools.
Later, the Ohio State School for the Blind was the first school that was founded with state funds
in Columbus, Ohio in 1837. Then, other residential schools for the blind were established in
following years (Hatlen, 2000).

One of the important milestones for the education of students with visual impairments in
the United States was the establishment of the American Printing House for the Blind (APH)
in1858 because students with visual impairments had braille books and other instructional
materials through the agency of the APH. The APH was established as a result of an act passed
by the General Assembly of Kentucky in 1858 to the growing need for books and educational
aids for students who are blind. Then, the APH began raising funds from citizens and printed the

first book in 1859. Then, the United States Congress passed The Act to Promote the education of
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the Blind in 1879, so the congress provided appropriate funding for students who are blind for
the first time as a result of this act. The APH produced textbooks in braille and instructional
materials for the usage of the students who are blind. They also provide independent living
products for individuals with visual impairments. (American Printing House for the Blind, n.d.).

Education of the students with disabilities including visual impairments gradually
improved in the United States. According to the United States Department of Education (2010),
public school programs in the United States served only one-fifth of the students with disabilities
in 1970, and services were minimal and provided in segregated settings. Some children with
disabilities were even excluded from the educational system. Before legislations in the mid-70s,
children with disabilities may receive education from private educational programs or programs
that are designed particularly for students with disabilities. However, parents of children with
disabilities needed to pay the educational expenses of their children. For instance, Smith et al.
(2016) stated that approximately half of the children who are classified as legally blind in the
United States stayed in residential schools for the blind in 1963, and those children were
provided some education, training, and daily living support by the residential schools for the
blind.

Since that time, things have changed in the United States. According to the United States
Department of Education (2018), only around 0.1% of students in the school-age population are
classified as having visual impairments during the 2017-18 school year (ages 3-21). The
statistics represent the number of students with visual impairments who have the right to special

educational services.
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Since the term visual impairment includes both students who are blind and students with
low vision, there is a variation on the educational services needed for students with visual
impairments. For example, many students with visual impairments have the ability to read print.
According to the American Printing House for the Blind (2018), approximately 33% of students
with visual impairments are visual readers, 8% are braille readers, and 12% are auditory readers.
The rest of the students with visual impairments are pre-readers or non-readers. If we exclude
pre-readers and non-readers, approximately 63% of students with visual impairments are visual
readers, 15% are braille readers, and 22% are auditory readers by reading medium. Visual
readers use large print and magnification devices to read.

Classroom placement of students with visual impairments does not automatically lead to
placement at a specialized school for students who are blind. According to the American Printing
House for the Blind (2018), 84.3% of children with visual impairments attend public schools,
and 7.9% of children with visual impairments attend schools for the blind. The rest of the
children attend rehabilitation programs and multiple disabilities programs. Therefore, the
majority of students with visual impairments in the United States of America are attending
schools with their sighted peers in general educational settings.

Main Legislations/Acts in the United States

A series of legislation made a revolution for the education of students with visual
impairments in the last quarter of the 20" century. This revolution started with the Vocational
Rehabilitation Act in 1973 and continued with the Education for All Handicapped Children Act
(EAHCA) in 1975. Then, it followed with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) in 1990

and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) in 1990 and 1997. ADA was the
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expanded version of Section 504, and IDEA was the expanded version of EAHCA. Then, IDEIA

was authorized as an extended version of IDEA.

Section 504 and ADA

Vocational Rehabilitation Act is known as Section 504 which was passed in 1973 and
provides basic civil rights protections for students, employees, and other individuals with
disabilities (Hatlen, 2000). Section 504 prohibits discrimination against students with disabilities
in federally funded programs, and schools should provide appropriate accommodations to
students with disabilities based on Section 504. Copenhaven (2007) stated that a student has to
have a physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more major life activities to
be eligible under Section 504. Examples of life activities are learning, walking, seeing, speaking,
hearing, and breathing. Section 504 requires agencies to provide auxiliary aids to provide equal
opportunity for students with disabilities. For instance, Brailled materials, audio recordings, and
telecommunications devices are auxiliary services that are useful for students with visual
impairments.

ADA is an expanded version of Section 504 and enacted in 1990. Smith et al. (2016)
stated that the main difference between the two legislations is that while section 504 applies to
programs and institutions that receive federal funds, ADA applies to everything except churches
and private clubs. Therefore, every public accommodation and a governmental agency must
comply with ADA even if they do not receive federal funds. If private schools do not receive
federal funds, they do not have to comply with Section 504. However, those schools have to
comply with ADA unless they are associated with a church. Willings (2019) stated that ADA

requires public transportation to be accessible including traffic lights, ramps, sidewalks,
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pedestrian crosswalks, restroom facilities, and parking lots for individuals with disabilities. It
also requires buildings and facilities to be accessible including detectable warnings, braille, and
large print signage, and accessible elevator controls for people with disabilities. In addition,

sighted guides are provided for students with visual impairments as auxiliary aids.

Eligibility of Section 504 and ADA vs IDEA

People are eligible for services under IDEA if they have one of the following disabilities:
autism, deaf-blindness, deafness, emotional disturbance, hearing impairment, intellectual
disability, multiple disabilities, orthopedic impairment, other health impairment including an
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), specific learning disability includes dyslexia,
speech or language impairment, traumatic brain injury, visual impairment, and developmental
delay. IDEA/IDEIA is for the school-age population (ages 3-21). On the other hand, a person
must have a physical or mental impairment that significantly limits major life activities like

breathing, walking, seeing, hearing, and learning to be eligible for Section 504 and ADA.
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Figure 3. Relationship between IDEA, Section 504, and ADA
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Because of the broad definition under Section 504 and ADA, even though some students
are not eligible for IDEA, they are eligible under Section 504 and ADA. For instance, a student
with a severe peanut allergy resulted in a substantial limitation in breathing, so she would be
eligible under Section 504. However, she would not be eligible under IDEA. Another example is
a student with mobility impairment which resulted in difficulty walking, but she does not need

26



specialized instruction and special education; this student is not eligible for IDEA. However, she
would be eligible under Section 504 due to a limitation in walking, and schools need to provide
accommodations for eligible students (Smith et al., 2016). Figure 1.1 illustrates the relationship
between IDEA, Section 504, and ADA. IDEA focuses on students who are eligible for special
education. Section 504 focuses not only on students but also on other elements on the school

level. ADA is very broad and focuses on components in a community.

The EAHCA, IDEA, and IDEIA

EAHCA is known as mainstreaming law and was enacted in 1975. According to EAHCA
(1975), more than half of the children with disabilities did not receive appropriate educational
services in the United States, and one million children with disabilities were completely excluded
from the public school system before this act. Schools were not required to ensure that all
children, regardless of their disability, receive a free and appropriate public education before
EAHCA was enacted. (Vaughn et al., 2018). EAHCA requires an individualized education plan
(IEP) for every student by a multidisciplinary team.

EAHCA was renamed as IDEA in 1990. Smith et al. (2016) stated that autism and
traumatic brain injury (TBI) were added as new disability categories, and schools were required
to develop individualized transition programs for students with disabilities when they turned 16
years old. Vaughn et al. (2018) stated that IDEA also established people-first language for
referring to people with disabilities and extended special education services to include social
work, assistive technology, and rehabilitation services. IDEA was reauthorized in 1997. Hatlen
(2000) stated that IDEA added orientation and mobility as a related service for students with

visual impairments and mandated consideration of assistive technology devices when developing
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an IEP. This legislation required a general education teacher to be a member of the IEP team and
students with disabilities to take part in statewide and districtwide assessments.

IDEIA is the most recent authorization of EAHCA and IDEA and was enacted in 2004.
The purpose of the reauthorization was to make IDEIA consistent with the No Child Left Behind
act. According to Vaughn et al. (2018), a zero-reject policy came with IDEIA because if school
officials felt that they did not have adequate equipment to address the needs of students with
disabilities, they would not accept those students in their schools before IDEIA enacted. Vaughn
et al. (2018) stated that if students need related services like occupational therapy, physical
therapy, and orientation and mobility instruction services, counseling, and transportation
services, IDEIA requires schools to provide those services to students. Transition planning and
programming that include further schooling, vocational training, and employment must begin for
students with disabilities when they reach age 16. In addition, IDEIA requires states to include
students with disabilities in assessment programs with appropriate accommodations. States must
provide appropriate modifications and develop alternative assessments for students with
disabilities if students with disabilities cannot participate in assessment programs. It also requires
that students with disabilities cannot be discriminated against because of their language, culture,
and background in comprehensive assessments.

IDEIA also allows schools to use interventions to decide if students are eligible for
special education services (Vaughn, et al., 2018). IDEIA mandates that schools follow specific
procedures when identifying and serving students with disabilities. Schools must keep all records

and documents about students with disabilities as confidential and accessible to parents. Students
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with disabilities and their parents must be involved in decisions, and if there is a conflict about
services parents and schools can request an impartial hearing.

Inclusion

Placement Issue

All children served in Special Education must have a written, implemented, and reviewed
Individualized Education Plan (IEP) that meets their needs. An IEP is one of the most significant
components of IDEIA and is used to plan and guide the education of students with disabilities in
education. IEPs are developed and implemented by a team whose members are experts in
different disciplines as well as experts of the child with disabilities. General education teachers,
special education teachers, parents and guardians of students with disabilities, representatives of
the local education agencies are some members of IEP teams. In addition, other professionals
from related services such as doctors, social workers, speech and language pathologists,
psychologists, and occupational therapists may join IEP teams if needed (Vaughn et al., 2018).

If a student is of legal age, the student with a disability also joins the IEP team.

Smith et al. (2016) stated that IEP teams decide whether students with disabilities are
eligible for the services by doing a comprehensive assessment. IEPs must include meaningful
goals and appropriate educational services for students with disabilities. If parents/guardians of
students with disabilities do not agree on the decisions of IEP teams, they may choose mediation
sessions to solve differences with the school. If there is still a conflict, both sides can request an
impartial hearing.

The least restrictive environment must be accessed for classroom placement of a student

with visual impairments. The Least restrictive environment is described as the environment that
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allows students with disabilities to be educated with their non-disabled peers as much as
possible. This includes general education classrooms but can also include specialized schools or
hospitals if the IEP team deems this setting is the most appropriate for the individual students
(Smith et al., 2016). Only if the needs of a student with a disability cannot be met in general
education classrooms, may the student be placed in special classes, special schools, or resource
rooms based on the needs of the students. Therefore, special classes or special schools may be
the least restrictive environment for some students with disabilities based on their individual
needs.

The least restrictive environment also supports inclusive practices. IEPs of students with
disabilities determine the amount of time they spend in general education classrooms. The least
restrictive environment is addressed at each IEP meeting. While some students with disabilities
benefit from full-time inclusion, some others spend limited time in general education classrooms.
This depends on the individualized needs of the child that the IEP is addressing. Sometimes a
least restrictive environment for one child can be a most restrictive for others.

According to Vaughn et al. (2018), there are six continua of placement options from most
inclusive to least inclusive. The first placement is that students with disabilities are placed full-
time in general education classrooms. General education teachers consult with specialists if
needed and support students with disabilities in the classroom. The second placement is that
students with disabilities still stay in general education classrooms the entire school day, but
general education teachers and special education teachers co-plan and co-teach for part of the

school day and provide support to the students.
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The next placement is part-time placement in a special education classroom. In this
placement, students with disabilities are placed in general education classrooms for part of the
school day. However, they are placed in resource rooms for the rest of the school time if
available. A resource room is where students with disabilities spend some time to get academic
or other assistance from special education teachers, therapists, and other professionals, but they
are educated in the same setting with their peers without disabilities the rest of the time outside
of the resource room (Dev & Haynes, 2015). Students with disabilities, including visual
impairments, who are placed in a resource room have an opportunity to study in small groups
with special education teachers and other specialists. These teachers and specialists help the
students to improve their areas of weaknesses in resource rooms. According to Vaughn et al.
(2018), reading, writing, and math are the most common academic areas that students with
disabilities receive in the resource rooms. The findings of Kart (2017) support the findings of
Vaughn et al. (2018). Kart (2017) conducted a national survey with resource room teachers of
students with visual impairments in the USA and found that reading, writing, and math subjects
were received three times more than science by the students with visual impairments in the
resource room.

If a resource room option is not available for students with disabilities in general
education schools due to lack of special education teachers or lack of space, itinerant special
education teachers can help to fulfill the needs of students with disabilities. Itinerant special
education teachers visit general education schools and communities to offer advice, resources,
and support to students with special needs, their teachers, and their parents. For instance,

Dinnebeil et al. (2006) stated that itinerant early childhood special education teachers in Ohio
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typically visit students with disabilities for approximately an hour once a week. According to
Dinnebeil et al. (2006), there are two major types of itinerant services: direct and consultative. In
the direct model, an itinerant special education teacher works directly one on one with a student
with disabilities in her general education classroom or a separate room on IEP objectives. On the
other hand, in the consultative model, an itinerant special education teacher provides consultation
and support to a student with disabilities’ general education teacher or parents.

If the needs of students with disabilities cannot be met in part-time placement in general
education schools, they may be placed in a full-time special education classroom in a general
education school. In this placement, students with disabilities are educated in special education
classrooms most of the school day, but they might spend time with students without disabilities
only during non-academic periods such as lunch or in elective classes such as physical education,
music, art, and vocational education. If students with disabilities perform well academically and
socially in special education classrooms, they may be placed part-time in general education
classrooms.

In the next placement, students with disabilities are placed in special schools which are
only for students with disabilities. Some needs of students with disabilities may be severe and
complex and cannot be fulfilled in general education classrooms. For that reason, they can be
placed in special schools. According to Vaughn et al. (2018), the number of enrollments in
special schools usually less than in general education schools, so more individual attention, and
technical services can be provided in special education schools. However, they have limited

contact to interact with students without disabilities during the school day.
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The last type of placement is a residential school, treatment center, or homebound
instruction. Some students with disabilities’ health and physical conditions prevent them from
joining regular school activities, so they may receive instructions at home. The homebound
placement could be long-term or short-term. Some students with disabilities may have surgeries
and temporarily need instructions at home. In that situation, a homebound teacher visits the

students and provides direct instruction at home.

History of Inclusion

One of the most significant components of the IDEA was the least restrictive
environment which means students with disabilities are educated with students without
disabilities as much as possible. Therefore, at the beginning of the last quarter of the 20" century,
more students have been included in public schools. For example, about half of the children who
are classified as legally blind in the United States lived in residential schools for the blind in
1963 (Smith et al., 2016). According to Smith et al. (2016), students with disabilities began to
integrate into general education classrooms in the 1970s, but they were mainstreamed in music,
physical, and non-academic classes. However, students with disabilities were assumed to have
belonged in general education classrooms since the mid-1980s. This shows that the education of
students with disabilities first gradually shifted from segregation to mainstreaming, then the
tendency changed from mainstreaming to inclusion.

According to the American Printing House for the Blind (2018), 84.3% (53551) of
children with visual impairments attend public schools, and 7.9% (4994) of children with visual
impairments attend schools for the blind. American Printing House for the Blind (2015) also

reports that 83% (51271) of children with visual impairments attend public schools, and 8.4%
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(5196) of children with visual impairments attend schools for the blind. Those statistics show
that the number and percentage of students with visual impairments in public schools have still
increased from 2015 to 2018.

Huston (2007) explains the difference between mainstreaming and inclusion. She stated
that mainstreaming is when students with disabilities spend a portion of their school day in the
general education program and a portion in a separate special education program. On the other
hand, inclusion begins in general education settings, and students’ academic performances are
not the concern of inclusion but are only concerned with students’ benefits of being in the
general education class. In addition, full inclusion means that students with disabilities will be in
a general education classroom full time regardless of their disabilities’ condition and severity.

Not only legislations in the United States promoted inclusion, but also some other
statements such as Salamanca Statement also encouraged inclusion for students with disabilities.
Salamanca Conference was held in Spain in 1994, and it is a significant international declaration
that focuses on inclusive education for students with special needs. According to the Salamanca
Statement (1994), “regular schools with this inclusive orientation are the most effective means of
combating discriminatory attitudes, creating welcoming communities, building an inclusive
society and achieving education for all; moreover, they provide effective education to the
majority of children and improve the efficiency and ultimately the cost-effectiveness of the entire

education system.” (p. ix).

Research Surrounding Inclusion

Inclusion has several advantages. Smith et al. (2016) stated that reduction of stigma,

opportunities for social interactions with students without disabilities, and higher academic
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expectations are the main advantages of inclusion for students with disabilities. On the other
hand, there are professionals and parents who did not support inclusion. According to Smith et
al. (2016), some parents are concerned that their children with disabilities might be bullied by
students without disabilities, or they might get less attention in a general classroom. In addition,
some general education teachers may feel unready to teach students with disabilities or
collaborate with special education teachers.

There is research conducted with general education teachers who have a student or
students with visual impairments in their classrooms. For instance, Mushoriwa (2001) surveyed
400 primary school teachers towards the inclusion of students with visual impairments in their
classes in Zimbabwe. The majority of the participants had a negative attitude towards inclusion
and believed special schools were best for them. It was difficult to include students with visual
impairments in general education classrooms due to large classes and lack of resources, aides,
equipment, and support staff.

On the other hand, Ravenscroft, Davis, Bilgin, and Wazni (2019) conducted
questionnaires with 253 elementary school teachers in Turkey. The majority of the participants
had positive attitudes toward the inclusion of students with visual impairments in their
classrooms. Slightly more than two-thirds of the participants believed inclusion increased the
student’s circle of friends. Lastly, the authors found that teachers’ initial and in-Service training
led to a more positive attitude towards inclusion.

Furthermore, Kart and Kart (2021) conducted a literature review to understand the
outcomes of inclusion on students without disabilities in general education classrooms.

According to the study, although inclusion had mostly positive and neutral effects on students
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without disabilities in the lower grades, it had neutral and negative effects in later grades in terms
of academic achievement. On the other hand, inclusion had mostly positive effects on students
without disabilities in terms of social outcomes. Reduction of fear, hostility, prejudice, and
discrimination as well as an increase of tolerance, acceptance, and understanding were the major
social effects of inclusion on students without disabilities.

In addition, the Expanded Core Curriculum (ECC) should be taught to students with
visual impairments to succeed in school, the community, and the workplace (Hatlen, 1996).
According to Sapp and Hatlen (2010), the ECC consists of the following nine components of
instruction: compensatory or access skills, orientation and mobility (O&M) skills and concepts,
social interaction skills, independent living skills, recreational and leisure skills, career
education, use of assistive technology, sensory efficiency skills, and self-determination skills.
Teachers of students with visual impairments and O&M specialists also stressed the importance
of instruction of the ECC to students with visual impairments to have a successful life (Sapp &
Hatlen, 2007).

Experiences of Students with Visual Impairments in General Education Classrooms

Although there is much research about the experience of students with disabilities, there
is a lack of research about the experiences of students with visual impairments in general
education classrooms in the literature. For example, Miyauchi and Paul (2020) used narrative
meta-analysis to investigate the experiences of students with visual impairments in general
education classrooms. Accessibility, social interactions, and physical surroundings of schools are

the main barriers in the meta-analysis. Positive school climate, supportive teachers who have
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high expectations from students with visual impairments, positive attributes of the students such
as assertiveness and autonomy are the main factors of successful inclusion.

Miyauchi (2020) conducted a systematic review to investigate and understand the
perceptions of general education teachers and challenges to access academic subjects of students
with visual impairments in general education classrooms. The authors found that students with
visual impairments were excluded from participation in classroom activities. According to the
authors, attitudes of general education teachers toward inclusion were mixed and depended on
teachers, students, and environmental-related factors. The unreadiness of teachers is one of the
major factors that was reported by general education teachers. In addition, physical education,

science, and mathematics were the most discussed subjects in the study.

Positive Academic and Social Experiences of Students with Visual Impairments

Chang and Schaller (2002) conducted multiple semi-structured in-depth interviews with
12 students with visual impairments to understand how the support was provided by teachers in
residential and general education schools in the United States. Several students with visual
impairments had a close relationship with their general education and resource room teachers.
Their relationships were similar to mother-child relationships, and teachers listened to the
students and cared for them. Moreover, teachers had high expectations from their students. Most
teachers in blind schools and general education schools believed students with visual
impairments were as intellectually capable as students with visual impairments and encouraged
them to succeed in schools. It was reported that tactile cues, active learning, cooperative learning

groups, the provision of braille materials, and assistive technology were the main instructional
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strategies used by the teachers. Therefore, many students’ social and academic experiences were
mostly positive. Most of the teachers created a safe and inclusive classroom environment for
students with visual impairments. However, four of the students reported that they did not get
adequate support from their teachers.

George and Duquette (2006) investigated the psychosocial experiences of an 11-year-old
sixth-grade student with low vision in Canada. The authors conducted interviews with the
student, his teachers, and his mother and completed classroom observations. The student was
accepted and treated equally by their teacher and classmates except some of the physical
education activities. Personal characteristics of him and support from teachers about his needs
played an important role in his successful inclusion in a general education classroom.

Opie, Southcott, and Deppeler (2017) investigated the experiences of a senior secondary
school student with visual impairments in Australia. He encountered challenges pertaining to
teaching, technology, administrative inflexibility, and restricted social engagement. For instance,
he used assistive technology and giant textbooks, so he had to sit alone by himself in the
classroom. His ability to socialize with other students in the classroom was restricted due to large
texts and technology. Although he felt isolated in the classroom, he was not alone in
extracurricular activities such as choir, debate, and drama groups. Even though he encountered
barriers in school, he was academically successful. He had a couple of close friends and did not
face social rejection and bullying. His parents were supportive, and the school had high
expectations from him. He is a self-confident, loud person, so personal attributes also played a
role in his success. Furthermore, Hess (2010) surveyed 63 students with visual impairments (12

to 19 years old) in general education classrooms and 200 teachers about the school climate and
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attitudes toward inclusion in Israel. According to the study, students with visual impairments felt
less stigma, when the school climate and attitudes were positive.

In addition, supportive teachers (Chang & Schaller, 2002; George & Duquette, 2006;
Miyauchi & Paul, 2020) and parents (Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), high expectations from
students (Chang & Schaller, 2002; Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), personal attributes of
students (George & Duquette, 2006; Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017; Miyauchi & Paul, 2020),
extracurricular activities (Opie, Southcott & Deppeler, 2017), safe and inclusive classroom
environment (Chang and Schaller, 2002; Miyauchi & Paul, 2020) and positive school climate
and attitudes (Hess, 2010) led to positive social and academic experiences of students with visual

impairments in general education classrooms.

Negative Social Experiences of Students with Visual Impairments

Bullying is one of the most common negative social experiences for students with visual
impairments especially in general education classrooms (Austin, 2018; Haegele and Zhu, 2017;
Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017; Rosenblum, 2000; Worth, 2013). According to Nansel et al.
(2001), “Bullying is a specific type of aggression in which (1) the behavior is intended to harm
or disturb, (2) the behavior occurs repeatedly over time, and (3) there is an imbalance of power,
with a more powerful person or group attacking a less powerful one” (p. 2094). Bullying
behavior could be verbal, physical, or psychological. Name-calling and threat are examples of
verbal bullying, and rumors and exclusion are examples of psychological bullying.

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (2016), 42% of the bullying

occurred in a hallway or stairwell at schools, and 34% of the bullying occurred inside the
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classrooms. People who have been bullied reported that physical appearance, race or ethnicity,
religion, gender, sexual orientation, and disability are reasons for the bullying. Espelage et al.
(2015) stated that students with disabilities can be at a higher risk of bullying victims in
comparison to the students without disabilities.

Brydges and Mkandawire (2017) conducted in-depth interviews with 17 students with
visual impairments (12-15 years old) in general education schools in Nigeria. Most of the
students attended Special Education schools before attending general education schools.
According to Brydges and Mkandawire (2017), bullying in the classrooms and playgrounds is
the major negative social experience for students with visual impairments in general education
schools. One of the students with visual impairments reported that other students hid her chairs
in the classroom. She also mentioned that when her writing materials fell on the ground, some
students kicked them away.

Furthermore, Rosenblum (2000) conducted interviews with 10 adolescents with visual
impairments (13-17 years old) and their best friends to investigate their perceptions in the United
States. Six of the students with visual impairments had low vision, and four of them had
blindness. Bullying was one of the major negative social experiences in the study as well, and
almost all participants were teased due to their visual impairments. One of the students with
visual impairments was involved in a fight because of bullying and beaten another student. The
student reported that he had never been bullied again after this incident. Haegele and Zhu (2017)
conducted semi-structured interviews with 16 adults with visual impairments to understand their

experiences in integrated physical education in the United States and Canada. Bullying and
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negative peer interactions are some of the negative experiences of students with visual
impairments in integrated physical education classrooms.

Moreover, Worth (2013) conducted interviews with 28 young people with visual
impairments (16-25 years old) to compare sociality in mainstream and special school spaces in
England. Bullying again was the main negative social experience for students with visual
impairments in mainstream schools. Students with visual impairments did not get adequate help
from general education teachers to prevent bullying even though physical bullying occurred.
Lastly, Austin (2018) stated that she also had similar experiences with other students with visual
impairments as a person who grew up with Albinism and Nystagmus. Other children called her
Albino and asked her why her eyes were moving. She reported that those comments affect her
emotionally, so she always cried and walked away.

Lack of socialization is the other significant negative social experience for students with
visual impairments (Austin, 2018; Conroy, 2008; Haegele and Zhu, 2017; Haegele, 2019; Jessup
et al., 2018; Kim & Kim, 2015; Rosenblum, 2000; Thurston, 2014; Worth, 2013). According to
the literature, even though students with visual impairments were usually physically included in
general education classrooms, inclusion was not effectively performed for students with visual
impairments. For example, Jessup et al. (2018) conducted a survey with 12 high school students
with visual impairments in Australia. Students with visual impairments felt less accepted at
mainstream high schools. Furthermore, students with additional disabilities with visual
impairments felt lonelier than students only have visual impairments in mainstream high schools.

Moreover, Rosenblum (2000) stated that one of the students with low vision tried to hide

her visual impairment to be accepted by their peers. Students with visual impairments also had
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difficulties developing friendships with other students because some students treated them like
they had a disease. In addition, Kim and Kim (2015) surveyed freshman college students with
visual impairments in Korea to understand their transition from high school to college. The
students felt dissatisfied with the transition education and services that they receive in high
school. They stressed the importance of social integration and assertiveness training in high
school to cope with stress and depression in colleges.

Even though using paraprofessionals has academically positive effects on students with
visual impairments, it has negative effects on educational and social independence (Conroy,
2008; Worth, 2013). Paraprofessionals assist students with disabilities in general education
classrooms and remain with students with disabilities during school time (Idol, 2006).
Paraprofessional support has been growing and spreading for students with disabilities (French,
2003; Forster & Holbrook, 2005). When students with visual impairments get support from a
paraprofessional, they usually sit together back or side of the classroom that creates a physical
separation between the students with visual impairments and other students in the classroom,
also with a general education teacher because other students or a general education teacher talk
directly with the paraprofessional instead of the students with visual impairments. In other
words, using a paraprofessional limit the interaction of students with visual impairments with
their classmates and a general education teacher. This may create a social exclusion for students
with visual impairments.

Thurston (2014) examined how two students with visual impairments with albinism
experienced inclusion and support in high schools in the United Kingdom. The students felt

different from their peers because of their skin and hair colors. Being visible due to their physical
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attributes (color of skin) was challenging for the students because they wanted to be blended in
and not to be visible, in the school. Low vision aids such as magnifiers also made them visible.
Although those aids improved their vision, they found them emotionally challenging. Teachers
also insisted on students using low vision equipment, and this created tension between the
students and teachers. Students felt that teachers patronized them and knew what the best was for
them. In addition, Austin (2018) reported that as a person with albinism and low vision felt
embarrassed, ashamed and tried to deny her disability. She often did not share her visual
challenges with their friends and refused to get help when it was offered.

Haegele and Zhu (2017) found that all students with visual impairments in the study were
excluded from some physical education activities. The students were asked to participate in
different activities from their sighted peers by their physical education teachers, or they did not
choose to attend activities because they were chosen last for team activities. Those kinds of
experiences created frustration and inadequacy on students with visual impairments and
negatively affected their perceptions toward physical education and their willingness to
participate in activities. Moreover, Haegele (2019) conducted one on one interviews with an
adult with visual impairments who is currently a teacher in a school for the blind in the United
States. The findings of the study were consistent with the findings of Haegele and Zhu (2017).
According to Haegele (2019), the participant had challenging social interactions with his
classmates and felt uncomfortable participating in activities in physical education classrooms.

On the other hand, students with visual impairments were accepted by other students in a
specialized school for the blind (Hatlen, 2004; Worth, 2013). For instance, According to Worth

(2013), students with visual impairments had good relationships with their classmates in a
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specialized school for the blind because they shared the same impairment. However, they were
judged and patronized by their caretakers in dormitories. Students with visual impairments felt
that they had limited freedom because of the safety rules in a residential school for the blind.
Lastly, Hatlen (2004) also stated that when students with visual impairments spend some time in
a specialized school for the blind, they will acquire self-confidence, self-determination, and

social interaction skills that help them to adapt to society.

Negative Academic Experiences of Students with Visual Impairments

Lack of teacher training and experience is the most common negative academic
experience for students with visual impairments (Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017; Lamichhane,
2013; Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999; McCarthy & Shevlin, 2017; Opie, 2018; Wall,
2002). General education teachers are a significant component of the public school system, but
their lack of experience and training creates challenges for students with visual impairments in
general education classrooms. General education teachers usually asked other students in the
classroom to assist students with visual impairments, but this was not working effectively due to
academic competitiveness among the students in Nigerian schools (Brydges & Mkandawire,
2017). Therefore, the other students in the classroom sometimes refused to dictate notes and
explain difficult concepts to students with visual impairments.

According to Brydges and Mkandawire (2017), students with visual impairments had
difficulties in Math lessons because of the specialized vocabulary and system, so they needed
additional lessons and well-trained teachers for Math lessons. McCarthy and Shevlin (2017) also

found similar results to Brydges and Mkandawire (2017). McCarthy and Shevlin (2017)
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conducted multiple interviews with people with visual impairments to examine their educational
experiences in the Republic of Ireland. They found that accessing the Math curriculum was
specifically difficult for students with visual impairments because most teachers in general
education schools did not have adequate knowledge of braille and braille math notation.

Most of the physical education teachers did not feel that they had adequate professional
preparation to include students with visual impairments in physical education classrooms
(Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999). They reported that they had limited information about
blindness. According to Lieberman and Houston-Wilson (1999), physical education teachers
watched a video, a short lecture, and participated in a goalball game in the preservice physical
teacher education. This limited amount of information was not sufficient for physical education
teachers to include students with visual impairments. Lieberman, Houston-Wilson, and Kozub
(2002) also surveyed 148 physical education teachers who had students with visual impairments
in their classrooms in the United States. It was reported by the participants that lack of
professional preparation, lack of appropriate equipment, lack of adequate programming, and lack
of time were the main barriers to include students with visual impairments in physical education
classrooms.

Opie (2018) conducted interviews with seven students with visual impairments to
understand their experiences in general education schools in Australia. She stated that schools
provided equipment, but teachers did not have the expertise to use that equipment and assist
students with visual impairments. Students with visual impairments did not have equipment
training and support, and general education teachers and aides had little knowledge of that

technological equipment. General education teachers had no training about the technological
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equipment, so students with visual impairments reported that the teachers tried equipment out on
the students. Thus, they explored the equipment themselves by using it. In addition, Lamichhane
(2013) found that general education teachers did not know appropriate teaching techniques for
students with visual impairments in general education schools in Nepal.

Opie, Deppeler, and Southcott (2017) conducted interviews with seven students with
visual impairments who receive education in general education schools and their parents, aides,
and teachers in Australia. Lack of time, lack of availability of large print materials, assistive
technology, and exclusion from science, mathematics, and physical education were the main
difficulties that were reported by the participants. Teachers and aides did not have sufficient
knowledge about assistive technology, so they could not help students with visual impairments.

deVerdier and Ek (2014) investigated the reading development, academic achievement,
and support for six students with visual impairments in general education classrooms in Sweden.
They found that students with additional disabilities had the most negative experiences in
schools, and their parents were also more critical about the support given by the schools. Lack of
adequate knowledge about braille and teaching methods was one of the challenges reported by
the participants. In addition, several teachers reported that mathematics, physics, chemistry, and
physical education were the most difficult subjects to make accessible for students with visual
impairments.

Lack of supplementary instruction and lack of specialized instruction are other negative
academic experiences for students with visual impairments (Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017). The
students also needed specialized classroom technology such as JAWS, which is a speech

program to participate in computer lessons. However, some schools in Nigeria did not have that
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classroom technology due to the high cost. In addition, Lieberman and Houston-Wilson (1999)
reported that students with visual impairments may need beeper balls and goals, bell balls, and
larger and brighter equipment to participate in physical education lessons. However, this
equipment could be costly in schools’ budgets, so physical education teachers should speak
about physical education needs in IEP meetings. Thus, school districts can provide that
equipment. Some general education schools even did not provide Braille textbooks for students
with visual impairments in Nepal (Lamichhane, 2013).

Furthermore, Koehler and Wild (2019) surveyed 51 teachers of students with visual
impairments to understand the access and participation of students with visual impairments in the
Science curriculum in the United States and Canada. They found that although students with
visual impairments spent most of their time in general education classrooms, the participation
rate of the students in laboratory, advanced level Science classes, and dissection and chemistry
experiences was low. Moreover, lack of materials and equipment, and lack of teacher training
were other barriers found in the study. For example, advanced laboratory equipment such as the
Talking LabQuest© and SciVoice Lab Solutions© was not available for students with visual
impairments. Even some assistive technology devices were available, untrained personnel who
did not know how to use the assistive technology in the classroom was another problem.

Lack of time is another negative academic experience for students with visual
impairments (Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999; Opie, 2018; Wall, 2002). For example, Wall
(2002) conducted surveys with general education teachers to understand the attitudes of general
education teachers toward inclusion in Canada. General education teachers reported that they

needed extra time to teach students with visual impairments in their classrooms, so lack of time
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was one of their concerns. Wall (2002) also found that if teachers had a direct or indirect
experience with students with low vision in the past, they had more positive attitudes toward
inclusion than teachers who did not have experience with students with low vision in the past.

Lieberman and Houston-Wilson (1999) conducted surveys with more than 170 physical
education teachers in the State of New York and highlighted the barriers that impede the students
with visual impairments to attend physical education classes. One of the barriers was finding
time for physical education in the schedule of students with visual impairments. The main reason
for the limited time was that students with visual impairments had Braille, orientation and
mobility (O&M) classes, and occupational therapy classes. Those classes filled the students’
schedules, and there was no time for physical education classes. In other words, physical
education was paid less attention than Braille and O&M classes by the administrators.

Furthermore, according to Opie (2018), students had difficulties seeing the board, so they
did not have a chance to take notes in a limited time. Therefore, some students took a photo of
the board, but when they went home, they had to write them down. This was also time-
consuming because they had to write notes in five or six of the classes again, and sometimes it
was impossible to write them at home due to limited time.

Community attitudes are another negative academic experience for students with visual
impairments in different cultures (Conroy, 2007; Lamichhane, 2013). Lamichhane (2013)
conducted a survey and interviews with people with disabilities to understand the barriers to
education in Nepal. The author pointed out how culture and norms had negative perceptions
toward a disability in Nepal, so this negatively affected parents of the children with disabilities

including visual impairments. For instance, having a child with a disability was seen as a
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punishment of the gods because of parents’ sins based on religious teachings in the society. This
view affected the parents, so they did not believe that their children could benefit from
education. Thus, they kept their children away from school. Moreover, this attitude was more
extreme for girls than boys with disabilities. Some parents not only kept their daughters with
disabilities away from the school but also hid them entirely from the community.

Conroy (2007) found similar perspectives to Lamichhane (2013). She investigated the
challenges and services for students for visual impairments who are coming from a Hmong
background in the United States. Hmong people in this research were Southeast Asian refugee
tribes that lived currently in the United States. According to some people of Hmong society,
disabilities were caused by the wrongdoings of parents or wrong behaviors of pregnant women
during pregnancy, so children with disabilities could be segregated from society.

Parental overprotection and teachers’ concern about safety is the other negative academic
experience for students with visual impairments especially in general education classrooms
(Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999; Wall, 2002). For instance, Wall (2002) found that general
education teachers had safety concerns in the general education classrooms and reported that
they always closely watched the students with visual impairments keep them away from danger
and protect them from unexpected accidents.

Some physical education teachers also could see students with visual impairments as
incapable of doing some activities in the lessons (Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999). Having
a student with visual impairments in the physical education classrooms may be a threat not only
for students with visual impairments but also for other students in the classroom as well.

According to Lieberman and Houston-Wilson (1999), some parents of students with visual
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impairments also thought that their children were unable to participate in physical education
activities due to safety reasons, so this view limited students’ interaction with the environment
and other students in the classroom.

Chapter Summary

The number of children with visual impairments in general education classrooms has
been increasing in the United States. American Printing House for the Blind (2018) reported that
about 85% of students with visual impairments attend public schools, and approximately 8% of
students with visual impairments attend schools for the blind. The Americans with Disabilities
Act (ADA) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) are the laws that
increased the participation of students with disabilities including visual impairments in public
schools. Especially the idea of the least restrictive environment as a part of the IDEA encouraged
students with disabilities including students with visual impairments to be enrolled in general
education classrooms.

Students with visual impairments had some positive social and academic experiences, but
mostly had negative social and academic experiences in primary and secondary general
education classrooms. Good relationships with general education and resource room teachers,
feeling less stigma, being academically successful, and acceptance by a teacher and classmates
are the main positive social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in
general education classrooms. Supportive teachers, high expectations from students,
extracurricular activities, parental support, personal attributes of students, safe and inclusive
classroom environment, and school climate and attitudes led to positive social and academic

experiences of students with visual impairments in general education classrooms.
50



On the other hand, bullying and lack of inclusion are the most common negative social
experiences that are found in the literature. Furthermore, lack of teacher training and experience,
lack of supplementary and specialized instruction, lack of time, community attitudes, and
parental overprotection and teachers’ concern about safety are the most common negative
academic experiences for students with visual impairments in primary and secondary general
education classrooms.

In this present study, the developmental niche theory is used to investigate how people
with visual impairments describe their social and academic experiences in primary and
secondary general education schools. Three subsystems described in the present study are 1) a
school setting of educational placement 2) accommodations made for the student with a visual
impairment and 3) attitudes of classmates, teachers, and parents regarding the student with a
visual impairment.

There is very little research that investigates the social and academic experiences of
students with visual impairments in primary and secondary general education schools is scarce.
In order to understand how students with visual impairments are included in general education
classrooms, it is important to know about the social and academic experiences of students with
visual impairments. This research examined how those experiences reflect the positive and
negative social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in general

education classroom settings.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The purpose of this qualitative study is to investigate the social and academic experiences
of individuals with visual impairments in primary and secondary general education schools. The
research questions of the study are:

1. What are the positive social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in

general education classrooms? What factors lead the positive social and academic experiences in
inclusive settings?

2. What are the negative social and academic experiences of students with visual impairments in
general education classrooms?

This chapter outlines the procedures and methods that were used in this study. It is
divided into four sections: methods, data collection, data analysis, and trustworthiness.

Methods

Qualitative Case Study

The qualitative case study method was chosen to answer the research questions. Bogdan
and Biklen (2007) described the characteristics of qualitative research. According to the authors,
qualitative data focus on words instead of numbers. Qualitative researchers are concerned with
the process instead of outcomes or products, and the data is analyzed inductively by qualitative
researchers. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), “Case study research is defined as a
qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary bounded system
(a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection
involving multiple sources of information (e.g., observations, interviews, audiovisual material,
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and documents and reports), and reports a case description and case themes” (P. 153). An
individual, a community, or an event can be research topics in qualitative case studies.

In a multiple case study design, the researcher studies two or more cases (Yin, 2018). In
the present study, | chose to use multiple case studies because | wanted to gather my data from
multiple individuals with visual impairments. This is a multiple case study that involves seven
different cases. | conducted interviews with seven individuals with visual impairments because it
is important to conduct a multiple case study that will add perspective to the same topic and
deepen the understanding of the experiences of students with visual impairments in general
education schools.

Data Collection

Semi-Structured Interviews

DeMarrais (2004) defines an interview as “a process in which a researcher and
participant engage in a conversation focused on questions related to a research study” (p. 55).
According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), interviews are necessary when we are interested in
past events that are impossible to replicate, and they also stated that conducting interviews might
be the only way to get data for some topics.

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that there are three types of interviews: highly
structured, semi-structured, and unstructured, and most of the interviews in qualitative research
are semi-structured interviews. Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier (2013) stated that interviews
provide rich data for a research study, and semi-structured interviews provide a greater depth of

understanding. Hancock and Algozzine (2011) also stated that semi-structured interviews are
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well fitted for case study research. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), there are five
important characteristics of semi-structured interviews:

e Interview guide includes a mix of more and less structured interview questions

e All questions used flexibly

e Usually, specific data required from all respondents

e Largest part of interview guided by a list of questions or issues to be explored

e No predetermined wording or order (p. 110).

Question order is important, and interviewers should consider them carefully. Merriam
and Tisdell (2016) stated that asking for neutral, descriptive information at the beginning of an
interview is a good idea. For that reason, | started with the background and descriptive questions
in the semi-structured interviews. | have created a list of interview questions and avoided asking
multiple-choice, yes/no, and leading questions in it. Appendix A shows the complete list of
interview questions.

However, it is never known what will happen during the conversations. According to
Nespor (2018), “you can’t map these things out beforehand: you have to co-construct them in the
flow of conversation, and you can only do that by listening intensely, concentrating on what
you’re hearing — not worrying about your next question” (p. 11). Roulston et al. (2003) wrote,
“Rather than listening, some students reported being engaged in analyzing the way the
participants’ experiences fit with their own research interests or thinking about the next
question” (p. 661). Listening is an important aspect of interviewing, so I listened carefully to the

interviewees and focused on the conversation. | was able to ask all the questions that I prepared
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in the interviews. | did not only stick to my interview questions below during the interviews

because the interviewees brought up some important points that were useful for the research.

Recruitment of Participants

People with visual impairments who received some part of their education in primary and
secondary general education classrooms were the target participants for the study. Snowball
sampling (Sedgwick, 2013) from personal and professional networks was used to identify, invite,
and interview participants