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Abstract 

As the placement of handicapped children in the regular classroom 

has become an established practice in elementary schools, the 

complexities inherent to their social integration are becoming evident. 

The focus of this research has been integrated visually impaired 

students and their interaction with and acceptance by classmates. The 

nature of the social context (i.e. the elementary school) and those 

aspects, both within and beyond it, which contributed to and detracted 

from the social integration of these students, have been examined. 

This research was guided by the dual theoretical frameworks of 

symbolic interactionism and the concept of organizational culture. It 

was a multi-site case study employing participant observation, 

interviews and the analysis of relevant documents as the sources of 

data. 

It was the conclusion of this study that the basic assumptions of 

school culture are challenged by and frequently incompatible with the 

process of social integration of visually impaired students. This 

sometimes results in a hostile social environment for these students, 

one where the visually impaired child is "on the fringe" of routine peer 

interaction. Several aspects of school culture which appeared to pose 

barriers to the social acceptance of visually impaired students are also 

detrimental to the social acceptance of many other students (e.g. 

unpopular children). Therefore, programs initiated to enhance the 

social integration of visually impaired students (e.g. cooperative 

learning experiences) are anticipated to provide a more positive social 

environment for all students. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Nature of the Study 

Introduction 

This chapter introduces the concept of integration and its 

implications for the educational practices associated with visually 

impaired children. The purpose of the study, its theoretical framework, 

premises, limitations, delimitations, definition of key terms and 

significance are then discussed. The chapter concludes with an overview 

of the thesis. 

The Concept of Integration 

Philosophies and practices associated with the education of 

handicapped children in Canada have undergone considerable change during 

the last two decades (Dahl, 1986). Children who were once believed to 

be uneducable and deprived of any formal educational experience are now 

considered to have a right to appropriate educational opportunities 

(MacKay, 1986). Visually impaired pupils who were once segregated in 

private schools for the duration of their school years may now attend 

their local public schools. In many cases they are enrolled in the 

regular classroom with their normally sighted peers (Winzer, Rogow, & 

David, 1987). 

The concept of mainstreaming has been a guiding force in this 

change in educational placement of the visually impaired. However, this 

concept has also been a source of much confusion as it has evolved 

during the last two decades (Biklen, 1985; Chaffin, 1974; Gaylord-Ross, 

1 
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1989). It originated from the philosophical belief called 

normalization, which contends that regardless of the severity or type of 

handicap the individual should live and be educated in as normal an 

environment as possible (Winzer et al, 1987). First implemented in the 

Scandinavian countries, the normalization movement focused on 

deinstitutionalization for the mentally handicapped, promoting their 

goal of normal family and community life for all handicapped people 

(Wolfensberger, 1972). Opposed to life-long institutionalization, the 

concept of normalization offers "the handicapped the chance of a normal 

life routine, normal developmental experiences, independent choices, and 

the right to live, work, and play in normal surroundings" (Winzer et al, 

1987, p. 13). In the United States, the extension of the principles of 

normalization to the educational setting in the 1970s became known as 

mainstreaming (Reynolds, 1976). Givrn an approi-riate educational 

placement in a regular classroom, a handicapped pupil is expected to 

benefit from exposure to "normal" role models, opportunities to 

socialize with nonhandicapped peers, and learning experiences considered 

essential for all children (Gottlieb, 1981; Quintal, 1986; Semmel, 

Gottlieb, & Robinson, 1979). 

As educators have experienced integration of the handicapped and 

as researchers have documented results, it has become increasingly 

evident that the physical proximity of handicapped and nonhandicapped 

children does not ensure social integration (Gresham, 1982). 

Handicapped children are frequently reported to be ignored or rejected 

by their nonhandicapped peers (Gresham, 1982; Hoben, 1980; Quintal, 

1986). During the 1980s, a focus of both education and research related 
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to mainstreaming has been on the acceptance of handicapped children by 

their nonhandicapped peers, teachers, and administrators (Gaylord-Ross, 

198S; Winzer et al, 1987). As programs are now being designed to 

specifically promote the acceptance and active participation of 

handicapped pupils in both the social and the academic life of schools, 

the goal of social integration, initially implicit in the philosophy of 

mainstreaming, has become explicit. 

Integration or mainstreaming, used interchangeably in this text, 

must be considered as an effort to realize the "positive acceptance of 

difference" if it is to succeed. The origin and evolution of the 

concept of normalization, as extended to and developed in the public 

school system, has progressed, at least at the theoretical level, to 

include regular spontaneous interaction with peers in both school and 

community activities (Gall, 1987; Quintal, 1986). Although an 

acceptable level of academic success has been achieved by integrated 

visually impaired pupils, there is a consensus among teachers, parents 

and others involved that these children experience difficulties in 

social functioning (Sacks & Reardon, 1989; Van Hasselt, 1983). There is 

a need to gain a greater understanding of the process of interaction 

experienced by integrated visually impaired students within the school 

culture and the implications inherent for pupils who are different, who 

receives limited nonverbal cues, who cannot locate friends on the 

playground or who have difficulty producing the same quantity and 

quality of work as many of their classmates. 

Research (Roff, Sell, a Golden, 1972) has frequently documented an 

existing relationship between the level of social competence in 
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childhood and the long-term emotional adjustment of individuals, Mental 

illness in adult life is often correlated with social isolation in 

childhood (Cowen, Pederson, Babigian, IEZO, & Trost, 1973). Despite the 

realization that lack of positive social integration is a critical 

problem for visually impaired children mainstreamed in public schools, 

little has been done to address the issues surrounding their social 

acceptance. There is an urgent need to identify the specific 

socialization process experienced by the visually impaired and the types 

and level of interaction in their everyday lives which perpetuate or 

contribute to the problem. 

The majority of solutions generated to address the social 

interaction deficits believed to be characteristic of visually impaired 

children have emphasized remedial instruction of specific social skills 

intended to overcome or accommodate the undesirable behaviour (Hoben, 

1976; Raver, 1986; Sacks & Reardon, 1989; Van Hasselt, Simon & 

Mastantuono, 1982). In general, however, the complexities of social 

interaction, the interactive nature of interpersonal relationships, the 

social environment of the regular classroom, and the impact of society's 

treatment of the blind as an inferior minority have only been implicit 

in this body of research. The emphasis has been on product rather than 

process. Therefore, the focus of this study has been upon the process 

of interaction experienced by integrated visually impaired students, the 

variety of factors contributing to this process (e.g. mannerisms of the 

visually impaired student, friendships of sighted children, student 

access to visual information), the structuring influences of the soc,;al 

environment prevalent in the regular classroom, and other issues within 
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and beyond elementary schools (e.g. negotiated rules of pupil culture, 

the implementation of integration, the stigma of blindness). 

Purpose of the Study 

The practice of mainstreaming involves much more than the physical 

location of handicapped children in the regular classroom (Gall, 1987; 

Quintal, 1986). As with any change, its implementation and success 

depend upon the acceptance and co-operation of many involved both 

directly and indirectly—regular classroom teachers, visually impaired 

students and their peers, principals, Special Education teachers, 

superintendents, parents, and the public in general. Integration is 

viewed as a complex process requiring major behavioural and attitudinal 

change by both the visually impaired and those with whom they interact 

during their years of schooling (Fullan, 1982). The practice of 

mainstreaming, if properly implemented, offers handicapped children the 

opportunity to develop and learn among their sighted peers--those same 

children with whom they will one day be expected to identify and 

associate in an active community life. 

As members of a regular public school classroom- visually impaired 

children are immersed in a culture which is exclusive to children, that 

is, pupil culture. This is the culture to which they must be socialized 

if acceptance by peers and associated benefits (e.g. friendships) are to 

accrue. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore this social 

environment of the elementary school and the process of social 

interaction and acceptance between integrated visually impaired children 

and their sighted peers. It was an initial exploration of some of the 
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perspectives of those participants intimately involved in the social 

world of children—visually impaired pupils and their classmates. As 

well, the perspectives of those less directly involved, teachers, 

principals and parents of the visually impaired students, were examined. 

Finally, it was a rudimentary investigation of the social world which 

confronts a visually impaired student integrated into an environment 

which has developed around the assumption that participants are normally 

sighted. 

To guide the study in addressing this purpose, five areas of 

inquiry or subpurposes were identified. The research attempted to 

determine: 

1. the opportunities available for and limitations upon 

interactions between visually impaired children and their 

sighted peers in the context of elementary schools; 

2. the perceptions visually impaired children have of their 

interactions with and acceptance by their sighted peers; 

3. the perceptions sighted children have of their interactions 

with and acceptance of a visually impaired classmate; 

4. the perceptions teachers, principals, and parents of visually 

impaired pupils have of the social interaction and acceptance 

between visually impaired children and their nonhandicapped 

peers; and 

5. the nature of the social environment or situational context 

relevant to the jociaj. acceptance and interaction of 

integrated visually impaired students and its compatibility 

with the process of integration. 
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Theoretical Framework 

Inherent in the concept of normalization is the belief that the 

handicapped will have an opportunity for meaningful participation in the 

everyday world of the culture in which they reside. For school age 

children who are handicapped, integration into the normal surroundings 

of public school placements necessitates integration into the social 

world of their nonhandicapped peers. During the past several decades, 

researchers (Davies, 1982; Glassner, 1976; Hammersley & Woods, 1984) who 

have focused on the culture of school age children contend that 

"children (and adolescents) maintain a social system relatively 

autonomous from adults" (Fine, 1981, p. 29). This social world, known 

as pupil culture, is the one which the integrated visually impaired 

child must enter. 

The purpose of this research was to develop an understanding of 

the process of social interaction between visually impaired pupils and 

their nonhandicapped classmates, in particular, to gain insight into how 

the visually impaired, through interactions with their sighted peers, 

become socialized into the peer culture. Therefore, two conceptual 

frameworks were used to guide this exploration. One was symbolic 

interactionism, "founded on the belief that people act on the basis of 

meanings and understandings which they develop through interaction with 

others" (Pollard, 1985, p. x). The second was the concept of 

organizational culture. This concept provides a framework for examining 

how cultural assumptions underpin people's perceptions and actions. 

Both of these frameworks are discussed in detail in Chapter 2. 
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Premises of the Study 

Given the dual conceptual frameworks guiding this research, there 

were several inherent premises. First, it was assumed that the 

integration of handicapped pupils into the regular classroom is a 

complex educational change in the public school system (Fullan, 1982). 

Integration of the visually impaired imposes new situations upon 

educators, children, and parents. If it is to be successful, 

integration requires educators to be aware of the philosophical and 

practical implications involved, as well as their interrelationship. It 

also requires them to make a commitment to incorporate the various 

techniques, strategies, materials, and resources appropriate to the 

education of the visually impaired (Hatlen & Curry, 1987). For visually 

impaired children, integration into regular classrooms exposes them to 

different educational and social environments than those in the 

traditional schools designed specifically for the blind (Curry & Hatlen, 

1988; Scholl, 1986). The social development of a visually impaired 

child among visually impaired peers in a segregated school for the blind 

is a dramatically different experience than that of a visually impaired 

child in an integrated setting where he/she may never know another child 

who is visually impaired (Smith & Smith, 1983). The quality of the 

educational experience encountered by the visually impaired pupil 

integrated with sighted peers, may set the stage for her/his lifelong 

interactions with society (Tuttle, 1984). For the classmates of the 

visually impaired pupil, it may well be the experience which will shape 

their future attitudes toward the visually impaired (Lowenfeld, 1975). 

For parents, integration of their visually impaired child into regular 
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classrooms requires frequent, direct and open communication with 

educators, as well as commitment to an advocacy role to ensure the 

educational and social needs of their child are being met (Corn, 1987; 

Mangold, 1980). 

Integration of the visually impaired into regular classrooms must 

be viewed in relation to the wider context of society as a whole. This 

was a second premise of this study. "Primary schools exist within a 

society which exhibits considerable differences in wealth, status, power 

and life chances" (Pollard, 1985, p. 96) and these are reflected in its 

schools. Blindness has a long, firmly established association with 

reduced status and negative attitudes from society (Lowenfeld, 1975; 

Monbeck, 1975) which influence the perspectives educators and students 

may have toward the education of the visually impaired. Visually 

impaired students challenge the traditional practices and negotiated 

rules of elementary school culture. Thus, society's basic cultural 

assumptions relevant to the visually impaired (e.g. equality of 

opportunity, the positive acceptance of difference) will influence the 

acceptance of integrated visually impaired students. 

A third premise of this study was that schools are social 

organizations which function as a primary socializing agent for pupils 

during their formative years. Upon entering school, children must learn 

a new set of rules relevant to the roles and role relationships in a 

given classroom (Hargreaves, 1975). From a social-psychological 

perspective, schools provide children the opportunity to learn and 

practice new roles, ones which slowly evolve into those adult roles they 

will assume in society. More importantly, schools select and direct 



10 

students toward different adult roles, hence have a significant 

influence upon the eventual social status of students (Woods, 1979). 

Schools, as socializing institutions of society, have a culture which 

reflects how members interrelate to accomplish their goals and those of 

the group. Underlying basic assumptions specific to the culture 

influence how its members interpret, reflect upon, and experience 

matters within the cultural context (Hargreaves, 1975; Schein, 1985). 

Therefore, the culture of the integrated classroom will play a critical 

role in the future social integration of visually impaired students into 

society as a whole. 

A fourth premise of this study was that pupil culture is the 

primary social context into which visually impaired students must be 

integrated if social integration is to become a reality. Just as the 

school is a subsystem of the wider society, each classroom within the 

school functions as a subsystem within the school (Davies, 1982; 

Pollard, 1985). Here, just as in the school as a whole, the formal 

goals of acquiring academic knowledge have a complement in the "hidden 

curriculum"--the values and behaviours which are taught implicitly 

through the daily social interactions among peers and their teachers 

(Hamilton, 1983; Pollard, 1985). Hence, as children strive to cope with 

the conflicting demands of the school environment, a pupil culture 

develops around the need to balance the interacting purposes of 

learning, peer group affiliation, and self interests (Pollard, 1985). 

This pupil culture possesses characteristic attributes of cultures such 

as negotiated rules to facilitate routine daily interactions, criteria 

for high and low status individuals, and strategies to cope with both 
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internal and external threats to its existence. Similarly, other 

characteristics of social groups such as purpose, membership, and 

leadership, will be apparent iu the classroom but even more evident on 

the playground (Davies, 1982). 

A fifth premise of the research was that the social environment or 

context intrinsic to elementary schools has a significant effect upon 

the practices which occur in each classroom (Pollard, 1985). Neither 

educators nor students can be detached from the social processes and 

traditions in which they are immersed. From a symbolic interactionist 

perspective, this social context, present in a given school: 

is the product of the creative activity and negotiation of people 
within a school, bearing in mind not only their degree of power, 
influence and interpersonal skills but also the effect of various 
external constraints and pressures which bear on them. (Pollard, 
1985, p. 116) 

Another premise of this study, the sixth, was that the social 

environment is of fundamental importance in the development of the sense 

of self. The position that a pupil occupies in the classroom and the 

status associated with this position influences developing self-concept 

(Tuttle, 1984). The peer group has a significant role to play in the 

socialization process of each member of a class (Davies, 1982; Pollard, 

1985; Sieber, 1979a). Appropriate behaviour for developing and 

maintaining friendships is inherent to the group (Davies, 1984). The 

desire to belong is a basic and powerful attribute and the development 

of a sense of self is a dynamic learning process. One's self-concept is 

derived, in part, from one's perception of how others view her/him 

(Mead, 1934) and this will influence, in turn, one's behaviour toward 

others (Tuttle, 1984). As well, the negative impact of rejection by the 
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peer group on the developing self-concept is compounded by the resulting 

reduction in opportunities to practice social interaction skills 

(Lowenfeld, 1980; Tuttle, 1984)). 

A seventh premise was that the social interaction of the visually 

impaired with the sighted has to be understood in its social and 

cultural context. Visual impairment has a significant impact upon the 

type and quantity of information a child accesses from the environment 

but, this in itself, need not exclude the child from positive social 

experiences. For the purpose of this study, social interaction was 

considered to be a function of the complex interrelationships among the 

visually impaired child, the peer group, and the school/classroom 

environment created by teachers and administrators. 

Finally, in an attempt to bridge the gap between basic and applied 

research, this study was undertaken on the premise that individuals have 

the potential to change themselves and their immediate environment, as 

well as become change agents. 

The notion of cause in social analysis has little purchase unless 
it is linked with social action. What we need for an assault on 
injustices that exist in, and work through, the education system, 
is knowledge about how a given pattern of social relationships has 
come into being, how the people in the situation relate to it, and 
what are its tensions and contradictions. It is simply not 
helpful to think about it as an array of causal factors that can 
be manipulated to produce a cure. Rather, we need to think in 
terms of the potentials that a given situation has for the people 
in it, and the constraints on what they can do with it. (Connell, 
Ashenden, Kessler & Dowsett, 1982, p. 193) 

It is hoped that given the knowledge, understanding and empathy 

required, classroom teachers and administrators can learn to promote 

social integration of the visually impaired and their sighted peers. 

Through research which acknowledges the complexities of social 



interaction and interpersonal relations, insight may be acquired into 

the process of social interaction between the visually impaired and the 

sighted. Based on this knowledge, policies and procedures can be 

designed to promote greater opportunity for the visually impaired to 

benefit from both the instructional and "hidden curricula" in our publi 

schools. 

Limitations of the Study 

Pupil or childhood culture is a complex concept, one which 

sometimes proves particularly difficult for adults to understand. When 

researchers have attempted to gather the perspectives of children in 

relation to their social world, they have discovered that children 

interpret their world differently than adults (Davies, 1982; Pollard, 

1985). An independent childhood culture, where the children view the 

world in their own terms, creates unique features and rules which are 

different from those perceived by the adult world. As this research 

explored the level of social acceptance and integration of visually 

impaired children by their sighted peers, an attempt was made to 

understand "the private and autonomous social world of childhood in 

order to come to grips with the forms and practices of this world" 

(Ball, 1985, 48). Yet, some perceptions ^ere difficult to clarify, 

particularly those which appeared to be a source of guilt or shame for 

the student. For situations in which there was an apparent difference 

between the reported and actual behaviour of the student, explanations 

were sometimes contradictory or inundated with exceptions. 
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A second limitation of this study is also associated with access 

to the pupil culture in schools. The extent to which the researcher can 

establish a "wo-relationship" with the children will determine the 

access granted to this "private and autonomous world" (Ball, 1985). 

Researchers have noted that there are limits to tfco scope and type of 

topics children are willing to share with adults (Davies, 1982; Pollard, 

1985). Children's perspectives and disclosures related to acceptance or 

rejection of classmates were sometimes too sensitive for some children 

to discuss or share, particularly for those students who were less than 

empathetic toward the visually impaired student. Thus, there were 

problems in analyzing and interpreting the world of children and how 

they perceived and constructed social reality. 

A third potential limitation is associated with the assumption 

that the researcher would be able to discern the visually impaired 

student's perceptions and/or ways of making meaning in the social 

environment of the classroom. With a researcher who had not experienced 

the effects of vision loss on all aspects of development and with 

visually impaired students who could not conceptualize the visual world 

of the researcher, there was sometimes a sense of inaccessibility 

between the two. Therefore, in addressing each of these limitations it 

was necessary to view research as: 

a search for meaning, and ambiguities of language and of 
interviewing, discrepancies between attitude and behaviour, even 
problems of non-response, [as providing] an important part of 
data, rather than being ignored or simply regarded as obstacles to 
efficient research. (Schuman, 1982, p. 23) 
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Delimitations of the Study 

The five visually impaired students in this study were elementary 

school children who were- classified as legally blind (i.e. having a 

visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better eye after correction), 

were without additional handicaps, were achieving at grade level or 

within one year of grade level, and did not demonstrate behavioral 

problems. The effect of multiple handicaps upon development was 

considered to be not only a combination of the various handicaps but a 

complex compounding of factors which are difficult to assess or 

anticipate (Lowenfeld, 1980; Scholl, 1986; Warren, 19S4). Therefore, 

the exclusion of multihandicapped pupils from this study was deemed 

necessary if the intended focus of this study on the social interaction 

of integrated visually impaired pupils was to be enhanced and the 

influencing variables possibly associated with multiple handicaps were 

to be reduced. 

As is characteristic of qualitative research, the vast amount of 

"rich" data collected during the research process was overwhelming. 

This created many potential research directions and additional relevant 

themes which had to be kept for future consideration to allow the 

researcher to focus upon the stated purpose of this study. 

Definition of Key Terms 

In this study the following definitions were adopted for certain 

key terms: 

Acceptance: refers to a relationship between a child and her/his 

peer group which is characterized by active and spontaneous interaction, 
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perception by the group that this child is an acceptable playmate or 

workmate, routine inclusion in classroom and playground activities, and 

infrequent discouragement from joining activities. 

Integration: synonymous with mainstreaming, refers to the process 

of educating handicapped children with their non-handicapped peers in a 

public school setting which encompasses: 

the actualization of three interdependent elements—temporal 
integration (time spent in the regular classroom), instructional 
integration (sharing in the instructional environment), and social 
integration (acceptance by classmates). (Gall, 1987, p. 377) 

Itinerant Teacher, for the Visually Impaired: is a teacher 

specializing in the field of education for the visually impaired and 

assigned a caseload of visually impaired students within a specific 

geographic area, thereby, requiring travel from school to school. The 

role of the itinerant teacher includes both direct instruction of the 

visually impaired student in compensatory skills and assistance to 

educators in adapting programs or teaching strategies to enhance the 

access of visually impaired students to necessary information. 

Legally Blind: having a visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the 

better eye after optical correction or having a visual field of 20 

degrees or less. 

Social Interaction: is the complex interrelationships among the 

visually impaired child, her/his peer group, and the school/classroom 

environment created by teachers and administrators. 

Visually Impaired: refers to any structural or functional defect 

of the aye which results in a loss of visual acuity or field, ranging 

from slight loss to total blindness. Since all visually impaired 

students in this study were classified as legally blind, the use of the 
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term "visually impaired" in relation to these five students, and in the 

implications, conclusions and recommendations of the study assumes a 

severe vision loss. 

Significance of the Study 

The social acceptance of visually impaired pupils by their sighted 

peers and their interaction in an integrated public school si '.ting has 

not been a frequently researched topic. Classroom interaction studies 

involving visually impaired children are limited both in number and 

scope. What is needed, therefore, is research focusing on the process 

of social interaction and acceptance between visually impaired and 

sighted children and the challenges public school environments, 

established for sighted participants, create for visually impaired 

learners. Research located within a symbolic science framework can 

focus on contextual aspects of the social environment, on how the 

visually impaired construct social reality and negotiate shared 

meanings, as well as on the perspectives of both the sighted and the 

visually impaired as they relate to classroom interaction. By 

identifying the cultural assumptions underpinning the acceptance and 

interaction of visually impaired students, greater insight into the 

complexity of the social environment of the elementary school and the 

process needed for change can be generated. These issues require 

investigation. Unlike the variety and diversity of research 

characterizing classroom interaction of normally sighted children, this 

area of investigation remains essentially unexplored in relation to the 

visually impaired. 



18 

Despite the realization that social acceptance by sighted peers is 

a critical problem for visually impaired pupils integrated into public 

schools, little progress has been made in ameliorating this obstacle to 

social integration. There is an urgent need to identify the specific 

social integration processes experienced by the integrated visually 

impaired pupil. It is essential to understand the type and level of 

interaction of the visually impaired child and aspects of the immediate 

environment which perpetuate or contribute to the problem before 

appropriate actions can be considered to accommodate the specific social 

developmental needs of the visually impaired. As Johnson and Johnson 

(1980) contend: 

Experience with a broad range of peers is not a superficial luxury 
to be enjoyed by some students and not by others, but rather an 
absolute necessity for maximal achievement and healthy cognitive 
and social development. Social interactions with peers may be the 
primary relationships within which development and socialization 
take place, (p. 90) 

Qverview of the_Studjy 

This study is presented in 11 chapters. Chapter 1 has introduced 

the nature of the problem to be considered, including the purpose of the 

study; the theoretical frameworks; assumptions, limitations and 

delimitations of the study; definition of key terms and the significance 

of the research. A review of related research is discussed in Chapter 

2. Methodology employed to complete the thesis is described in Chapter 

3; the subjects and their selection, access and ethical issues, and 

procedures for data collection and analysis are presented. Chapter 4 

provides a description of the five research sites and the visually 

impaired students. The five subpurposes of the study are addressed in 
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Chapters 5 through 9. Chapter 5 considers pupil culture, the context of 

the study, and cultural assumptions relevant to friendship, peer 

interaction, and the acceptance and interaction of integrated visually 

impaired students. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 outline, respectively, the 

perceptions of visually impaired students, their classmates and their 

teachers and parents as they relate to the social acceptance and 

interaction of integrated visually impaired children. In Chapter 9, the 

social environment and relevant contextual factors and processes, both 

external to and within the elementary school setting, are discussed. 

The contradictions, dilemmas and implications associated with the 

integration of visually impaired students into the regular classroom are 

presented in Chapter 10. The thesis is concluded in Chapter 11 with a 

summary of the entire work, the conclusions and recommendations of the 

study, and directions for future research. 



CHAPTER 2 

Review of the Literature 

Introduction 

This chapter presents a review of the literature relevant to the 

social interaction and acceptance of integrated visually impaired 

students. The review includes discussion of the complexities inherent 

within the concept of integration and its application to the educational 

setting; the concept of culture and its applicability to the school as 

well as to one subgroup, the pupils; the friendship relationship among 

preadolescents; the social acceptance and integration of handicapped 

children; the social acceptance and integration of visually impaired 

children; issues related to the research, definition, and social 

adjustment of visually impaired children; and, finally the theoretical 

perspectives employed for research on pupil interaction. 

Integration 

Just as the implementation of "child-centered instruction" or the 

introduction of "open education" may be viewed as a progressive 

development within the education system, the integration of handicapped 

children into public schools should be perceived as a milestone in the 

evolution of special education (Biklen, 1985; Gall, 1987; Reynolds, 

1976). It is a movement which has gained in prominence in North 

America, Great Britain, and most European countries during the last few 

decades (O'Donnel & Bradfield, 1976). Gall (1987) contends that: 

Special education cannot be examined apart from the unique 
perspective which any nation's citizenry brings to its view of 

20 
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mankind [sic] and the value ascribed within that socio-
psychological context to human uniqueness, (p.359) 

Integration of the handicapped into public schools, although an ideal 

not fully realized, is however a basic principle of contemporary special 

education (Biklen, 1985; Gall, 1987; Winzer et al, 1987). 

During the 1960s and 1970s, special education in the United States 

was confronted with a number of critical problems. Parents of 

handicapped children were resisting the automatic placement of their 

children in segregated educational settings; research seemed unable to 

support the efficacy of special class placement for the education of the 

handicapped; educators were beginning to recognize the detrimental 

effects inherent in labeling a child as handicapped; questions were 

being raised about the accuracy of diagnostic tests used to identify 

handicapped children, particularly the existence of cultural bias; civil 

rights activist were creating greater public awareness of the injustice 

inherent in the life-long placement of thousands of handicapped 

individuals in large, impersonal, and sometimes abusive institutions; 

and the law courts were more frequently becoming involved in litigation 

concerning the placement of handicapped children (Biklen, 1985; Chaffin, 

1974). Endorsed by the efforts of special educators, parents, advocates 

and educational researchers, the extension of the principles of 

normalization to the educational setting became known as mainstreaming 

(Reynolds, 1976; Winzer et al, 1987). Since schools are believed to 

reflect, and consequently teach, the social mores of the dominant 

society in which they are located (Cohen & Manion, 1981), schools might 

logically be viewed as potential agents of social change in remediating 

the past injustices experienced by the handicapped (Gall, 1987). 
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Although there has been passage o* legislation such as Bill 82 in 

Ontario, Bill 85 in New Brunswick, and Public Law 94-142 in the United 

States, there has not been conformity of ideas. Integration continues 

to be interpreted and implemented in a variety and diversity of ways 

(Biklen, 1985; McKay, 1986; New Brunswick Legislative Assembly, 1989). 

For some, mainstreaming became a philosophical issue concerned with 

ethical and conceptual aspects guiding the development of programs for 

the handicapped; for others, it was a service delivery model focusing on 

associated administrative issues; and, still for others, it was the 

process adopted to move handicapped pupils from segregated classes or 

schools and to integrate them with "normal" children (Dybwad, 1980; 

Sapon-Shevin, 1978). 

Some researchers and educators have considered integration and 

mainstreaming as synonymous, viewing them as complex concepts involving 

ethical, legal, and educational issues. 

Integration, or mainstreaming as it is called in an educational 
setting, has arisen as a result of the conviction that all 
individuals have human rights: specifically, a right to engage in 
culturally normative behaviors within environments which are as 
culturally normative as possible. (Watkinson & Titus, 1985, p. 
48) 

Others outlined distinct differences between the two terms. 

Integration is not mainstreaming. Handicapped children who are 
integrated spend the majoritv of each school day in a special 
education classroom, although they join nonhandicapped peers for 
certain nonacademic activities. (Hanline & Murray, 1984, p. 273) 

Some educators interpreted mainstreaming as one placement alternative 

for disabled students who could meet admission criteria for enrollment 

in regular classrooms. 

Mainstreaming, if it is to be carried out the way it was designed, 
should be placing students into regular classrooms when they have 

h 
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demonstrated the academic and social skills to profit from regular 
class placement. (Goldman, 1980, p. 263) 

Even a nationalist explanation for the conceptual differences has been 

proposed: 

Mainstreaming is proposed to be an American social construction, 
embedded in the assimilative cultural tradition of that country. 
The characterization of Canadian society as a mosaic rather than 
melting pot and consequent deemphasis of mainstreaming-minority 
dynamics both imply integration may be more heuristically useful, 
relevant, and meaningful in Canadian special education. . . . An 
objective of special education in Canada might be expressed as the 
integration of exceptional children through the positive 
acceptance of differences; in the United States it might be better 
stated as the merging of exceptional children into the mainstream 
through the elimination or reduction of differences. (Boyd, 1987, 
P- 77) 

As might be expected, the implementation of mainstreaming or 

integration programs reflects the variety and diversity apparent in 

these definitions (Biklen, 1985," Chaffin, 1974). For example, some 

handicapped students are enrolled full-time in the regular class, others 

may spend all or a certain percentage of their time in special classes 

within the public school; some pupils receive individual instruction 

within the regular class while others are removed for special 

instruction; and some pupils attend their neighborhood school while 

others must travel to a district school designated for special programs. 

More important than the diversity of administrative arrangements as it 

relates to service delivery models, is the emphasis programs place on 

acceptance and active participation of handicapped students. 

Unfortunately, this appears to be as varied and diverse as the service 

delivery models (Biklen, 1985; Gresham, 1982; Quintal, 1986). 

In Canada, the integration of handicapped children in the public 

school system has been influenced by the American model. 
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Mainstreaming--another one of those American educational 
experiments, which crosses the 49th parallel, almost by osmosis, 
and a mere decade later becomes part of Canadian reality . . . has 
filtered down to the classroom level with surprising speed. (Zey, 
1981, p.11) 

Canada has frequently been criticized, from both within and without, for 

its lack of national policy on the education of the handicapped (Gall, 

1987). Supporters of a national policy have cited the emergence of 

special education in Canada as: 

the exigencies of provincial political, social, and economic 
pressures resulting in an "intricate patchwork" of regional 
disparities, inequality of opportunity to education, and 
discrimination against the development of appropriate services for 
certain categories of handicapping conditions. (Csapo, 1980, p. 
227) 

In Nova Scotia, "school boards are responsible for the 

identification, assessment, placement, educational programs and 

monitoring of progress of children with special needs" (Nova Scotia 

Department of Education, 1988, p. 1). In New Brunswick, the passage of 

Bill 85 instructs School Boards: 

to place exceptional pupils in regular classrooms with non-
exceptional pupils unless such placement proves detrimental to the 
needs of the child or other children. (New Brunswick Department 
of Education, 1988, p. 3) 

Although most provinces now, individually, have legislation regarding 

the education of the handicapped, the new Canadian Charter of Rights and 

Freedoms may act as the national legislation guiding the development of 

more equitable services for all disabled Canadians (Kysela, French, & 

Johnston, 1985; MacKay, 1986). 

Regardless of legislation, special educators on both sides of the 

49th parallel have concluded that integration must address the 

attitudes, beliefs, and behaviours of both the nonhandicapped and the 
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handicapped (Johnson & Johnson, 1981; Jones, 1984; Tuttle, 1984). 

Integration must be considered as an effort to realize the "positive 

acceptance of differences" if it is to succeed in either country. The 

origin and evolution of the concept of normalization, as extended to and 

developed in the public school system, has progressed, at least at the 

theoretical level, to include regular spontaneous interaction with peers 

in both school and community activities (Quintal, 1986). In 

contemporary education the distinction between the use of the terms 

mainstreaming and integration appears to be more one of semantics than 

practice. They have come to be used interchangeably. 

Mainstreaming and integration are two sides of one coin. The 
philosophy of mainstreaming is manifested in the process of 
integration. However, the two terms are often used synonymously 
. . . (Winzer et al, 1987, p. 14) 

Full integration, synonymous with mainstreaming: 

encompasses the actualization of three interdependent elements— 
temporal integration (time spent in the regular classroom), 
instructional integration (sharing in the instructional 
environment), and social integration (acceptance by classmates). 
(Gall, 1987, p. 377) 

The individual needs of each child must be carefully considered as 

educational opportunities are created. For the majority of handicapped 

children full integration in the public school system should be the 

norm. For the minority of handicapped pupils, placement outside the 

regular classroom for some portion of the school day may be warranted 

for specific instructional activities (e.g. orientation and mobility 

training). For a very few handicapped children, a short-term segregated 

placement outside the public school system may be justified, if explicit 

to the goal of such placement is the return of the pupil to the public 

school setting. 
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The essence of this definition is similar to the concept of 

"unconditional mainstreaming" described by Biklen (1985). From this 

perspective, integration is an ongoing process in each classroom. As 

with any educational innovation, the necessary personnel, resources, and 

training must accompany development, implementation, and evaluation 

(Fullan, 1982). Teachers and administrators, often assisted by the 

parents of handicapped children, work closely together to plan programs 

meeting the identified needs of the children. A "problem-solving 

attitude" is a significant feature of this model. The provision of 

adequate resources, flexible programming options, interdisciplinary 

approaches to problem-solving, and prominent administrative, moral, and 

practical support characterize this model (Biklen, 1985). 

Inherent in this concept of unconditional mainstreaming is the 

restructuring of the existing educational system to better meet the 

needs of all students, not just those who can be categorized into a 

variety of existing classifications for handicapped children (Quintal, 

1986; Sapon-Shevin, 1978). This notion of educational reform is 

currently the principle guiding the controversial recommendation for a 

merger of special and regular education (Reynolds, Wang, & Walberg, 

1987). Such a merger: 

involves the joining of demonstrably effective practices from 
special, compensatory, and general education to establish a 
general education system that is more inclusive and that better 
serves all students, particularly those who require greater-than-
usual educational support. (Reynolds et al, 1987, p. 394) 

It seems apparent that special educators have finally realized 

that integration cannot be imposed upon the general education system and 

expected to be successfully implemented without significant 
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restructuring of the entire system. Those aspects of the regular 

education system which have posed the most serious barriers to full 

integration appear to be the same features responsible for the less than 

satisfactory performance of many nonhandicapped children (Sapon-Shevin, 

1978; Stainback, Stainback, Courtnage, & Jaben, 1985). For example, 

competition, a fundamental component of the present educational system, 

ensures that some children must fail (Sapon-Shevin, 1978). 

Sociologists have frequently denounced both the manifest and 

latent functions of schools in maintaining inequality of opportunity 

(Mifflen & Mifflen, 1982). Both explicitly through many classroom 

procedures, and implicitly through the "hidden curriculum," schools sort 

the achievers from the nonachievers (Biklen, 1985). Therein, lies the 

contradiction of implementing mainstreaming without significant 

restructuring of general education. "It seems incongruous for schools 

to sort and select while purporting to redesign themselves to meet the 

needs of all children" (Sapon-Shevin, 1978, p. 120). 

.School Culture 

As institutional organizations, schools may be perceived as 

cultures, similar to the manner in which anthropologists or sociologists 

investigate the patterns of development in a given society (Morgan, 

1986; Schein, 1985). Organizations are viewed as independent units of 

society sharing unique goals, rituals, and norms. Based on a consensus 

of norms and customs, the culture of an organization develops through 

the social interaction of its members (Morgan, 1986). 
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Culture can be defined in many ways. Deal and Kennedy (1983) 

describe culture as the "core set of assumptions, understandings, and 

implicit rules that govern day-to-day behaviour in the work place" (p. 

501). Organizational culture according to Kilman (1984) is "the shared 

philosophies, ideologies, values, assumptions, beliefs, expectations, 

attitudes, and norms that knit a community together" (p. 5). Taking a 

similar focus on the function of culture, Smircich (1983) defines 

culture as: 

the distinctive character—expressed in patterns of belief 
(ideology), activity (norms and rituals), language and other 
symbolic forms through which organizational members both create 
and sustain their view of the world and the image of themselves in 
the world, (p. 56) 

Although the concept of culture as it relates to technical 

organizations has received considerable attention from researchers, in 

relation to institutional organizations such as schools, culture is not 

as well understood (Meyer, Scott & Deal, 1983). However, during the 

past decade the "effective schools movement" has placed considerable 

emphasis on school culture (Druian, 1987). Purkey and Smith (1982) 

define the school's culture as "a structure, process, and climate of 

values and norms that channel staff and students in the direction of 

successful teaching and learning" (p. 64). According to Firestone and 

Wilson (1984): 

the system of publicly and collectively accepted meanings, 
beliefs, values, and assumptions that a staff uses to guide its 
actions and interpret its surroundings [i.e. its culture] can 
contribute greatly to the school's effectiveness, (p. 1) 

School culture, the "unseen supervisor" is viewed as: 

something that helps keep teachers on target, that teaches them 
how to behave, establishes standards, values, and sanctions, and 
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which provides guidance and validation for one's work. (Alfonso, 
1986, p. 5) 

Therefore, school culture affects both the behaviour of its members and 

in doing so, its perception by the public (Deal, 1985). 

Regardless of whether an organization is considered technical or 

institutional, Schein (1985) defines culture as: 

a pattern of basic assumptions—invented, discovered, or developed 
by a given group as it learns to cope with its problems of 
external adaptation and internal integration—that has worked well 
enough to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, 
think, and feel in relation to those problems, (p. 9) 

Schein (1985) differentiates among three levels of culture. At the 

first level are artifacts. These include such things as physical 

arrangements of the organization, language, social atmosphere and 

conspicuous actions of its members. Values are at the second level. 

They serve the moral function of the organization's members and 

distinguish between "what is" and "what ought to be." Artifacts and 

values are merely manifestations of the culture. At the third level, 

"the essence of culture," are the basic assumptions of the organization. 

Schein (1985) believes that: 

the term culture should be reserved for the deeper level of basic 
assumptions and beliefs that are shared by members of an 
organization that operate unconsciously, and that define in a 
basic taken-for-granted fashion an organization's view of itself 
and its environment. These assumptions and beliefs are learned 
responses to a group's problems of internal integration. They 
come to be taken-for-granted because they solve these problems 
repeatedly and reliably. This deeper level of assumptions is to 
be distinguished from the 'artifacts' and "values' that are the 
manifestations or surface levels of the culture, but not the 
essence of the culture, (p. 6-7) 

Thus, Schein (1985) develops the concept of culture beyond the 

superficial level of climate, ethos, or values. As well, his concept of 

culture emphasizes the examination of social units within the host 
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culture such as teacher culture or pupil culture. This concept presents 

a dynamic evolutionary model of culture. 

Pupil Culture 

Within an organization, groups may form: 

on the basis of physical proximity, shared fate, common 
occupation, common work experience, similar ethnic background, or 
similar rank level . . . . Once a group acquires a history, it 
also acquires a culture. (Schein, 1985, p. 39) 

Schooling literature would suggest that pupil culture, most evident on 

the playground, develops as a defensive resource for pupils against 

teachers and other adults (Davies, 1982; Pollard, 1985; Woods, 1979). 

The pupil culture addresses problems of internal integration such as 

group boundaries. Insiders in a group get special treatment and a sense 

of identity, while outsiders are "more likely to be stereotyped and 

treated with indifference or hostility" (Schein, 1985, p. 71). Davies 

(1982) contends that the culture of childhood is a reflection of the 

distinct manner in which children interpret the world, not an immature 

adult version, but one which is embedded in the different ways children 

perceive their environment. Intrinsically associated with adult 

culture, the culture of childhood is a distinct and separate culture in 

its own right (Speier, 1976). Although lacking power and frequently 

recognition in relation to the adult world: 

children develop the capacity to see clearly from their own 
position within the social structure, and do not worry 
unduly about what it looks like to the adults. . . . But 
even without the rights enjoyed by adults, and despite the 
expectations placed on them as member.* of the institution of 
childhood, children busily get on witn the business of 
constructing their own reality with each other, as well as 
making sense of and developing strategies to cope with the 
adult world as and when it impinges on their world. This 
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reality and its related strategies I refer to as the culture 
of childhood. (Davies, 1982, p. 32-33) 

Woods (1983) has outlined three frequently occurring themes 

inherent to pupil or childhood culture—competence, relationships, and 

status. Competence refers to the child's ability to place 

herself/himself in relation to peers and act according to their 

expectations, that is, to "refine one's social identity and to acquire 

the skills necessary for the successful positioning of the self in 

multiple social worlds" (Fine, 1981, p. 33). Sieber (1979a) describes 

many of the school situations which necessitate a student learning a 

"flexible repertoire of role behaviors" (p. 212). These include such 

things as the discretion and secrecy to be used when classroom 

interaction is not permitted by the teacher, the procedure to follow 

when joining existing groups of interacting students, and the behaviours 

to use to initiate play or joke with a classmate. To interact 

successfully in the pupil culture, students need to know the status 

items of the pupil culture (Corn & Bishop, 1984; Pollard, 1985). Thus, 

social competence within the pupil culture requires the child to learn 

the negotiated rules of conduct for behaviour within the group. 

Friendships, according to Woods (1983), "form the structural bases 

of the child's extra-curricular life from a very early stage" (p. 96). 

The importance of friendships have frequently been noted by researchers 

(Davies, 1982; Fine, 1981; Pollard, 1985; Woods, 1983). The basis for 

friendship formation is seen to be different for children of different 

ages. Rubin (1980) and Davies (1982) compare the friendships of 

preadolescent children based on physical accessibility with those of 
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teenagers which focus on psychological compatibility. Regardless of the 

basis of friendships: 

Friendship has generally been conceptualized as an affective bond, 
a relationship charged with positive feeling, in some cases 
approaching "love." Other features should be emphasized as well. 
Friendship is also a staging area for interaction, a cultural 
institution for the transmission of knowledge and performance 
techniques, and a crucible for the shaping of selves. Each of 
these aspects of the friendship relationship has implications for 
interaction within and outside of the friendship bond. (Fine, 
1981, p. 41) 

Schofield (1981), in reviewing the literature on friendship, 

concluded that although friendship has been "defined in a wide variety 

of ways, most of these definitions stress closeness, mutuality, and 

attention to the specific personal characteristics of the individuals 

involved" (p.59). Levinger and Snoek (1972) characterize human 

relationships on three fundamental levels: awareness, surface contact, 

and mutuality. As described by Schofield (1981): 

At the first level, that of unilateral awareness, an 
individual is aware of another but has not yet interacted 
with him or her. At the second level, surface contact, 
individuals interact in a rather superficial way. Their 
lives touch, but no deep relationship exists and behavior is 
heavily determined by the roles the individuals have in the 
contact situation. Finally, mutuality may emerge when 
individuals increasingly disclose themselves to each other 
and build up a store of shared experience. These levels of 
relatedness may not constitute invariant stages in the 
development of mutual relationship such as friendship. One 
can reasonably argue, however, that mutuality must be 
preceded by surface contact and that surface contact is 
often preceded by unilateral or bilateral awareness. 
(P.59) 

Pollard (1985) contends that the particular identity which is 

created by and associated with each child results in her/his status 

within the group and may be seen as the social outcome of friendship 

relations and social competence. Hargreaves (1975) suggests three 
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dimensions creating a status hierarchy or system of valuing individuals 

within the group. First, sociometric status is concerned with the 

degree to which individuals are liked by or popular with other group 

members. Second, social power or influence is concerned with the 

capacity of one individual to control the behaviour of another. The 

third dimension of status is prestige and is related to specific 

positions within the formal group, such as class president or captain of 

the ball team. Within the culture of childhood, members develop a 

pecking order or status which tends to be relatively stable over time 

(Davies, 1982; Fine, 1981). 

Informal pupil organization or pupil culture develops as a 

response to both the structural elements of the classroom and the 

freedom from adult supervision characteristic of the playground. 

According to Pollard (1985): 

In child culture, then, we have a social phenomenon which 
orients itself in two directions at once. Looking 
externally, it develops within the adult-directed structures 
of the school and community, and it offers children a source 
of support, security and positive esteem which is to a great 
extent insulated from the often threatening experience of 
teacher-dominated classroom processes or of parental 
strictures. It is developed largely from the children's 
territory of the playground while the grown-ups drink their 
coffee. It also offers a means of defining and reinterpret­
ing the meaning and relevance of the contradictions, 
dilemmas and expectations which impinge on children because 
of their structural position. Thus within children's 
friendship groups commonsense knowledge, shared values and 
collective strategies will be developed to cope with the 
world of adults. On the other hand, if we look internally, 
child culture acts rather differently to provide norms, 
constraints and expectations which bear on its members. 
Thus although it is enabling in one respect, it is 
constraining in another, and we have seen that the social 
system of children is itself structured and represents a 
context in which children seek to establish their competence 
and a positive identity, (p. 49-50) 
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Social Acceptance/Integration of Handicapped Children 

Integration of the handicapped into public schools, although an 

ideal not fully realized, is a basic principle of contemporary special 

education (Biklen, 1985; Gall, 1987; Winzer et al, 1987). The number of 

disabled children enrolled in public schools during the last two decades 

has dramatically increased (Gall, 1987; Winzer et al, 1987). However, 

as they have had the opportunity to both attend public schools and 

participate in regular classes, it has become increasingly evident that 

the physical proximity of handicapped and nonhandicapped children does 

not necessarily result in spontaneous social interaction, increased 

social acceptance of handicapped children, or modeling and imitating of 

appropriate behaviour by handicapped children (Gresham, 1982; MacMillan 

& Morrison, 1984; Sabornie, 1985). 

The majority of studies examining the social acceptance and status 

of handicapped children in integrated settings report that disabled 

students interact less frequently and more negatively with their 

nonhandicapped peers and tend to be ignored or rejected by them 

(Gresham, 1982; Hoben, 1980; Quintal, 1986). However, the complexities 

of the process of social acceptance and the inconsistencies within the 

research must be considered when examining the literature. Sociometric 

techniques typically used in these studies provide descriptive data but 

do not explain why a pupil is accepted, rejected or ignored (MacMillan & 

Morrison, 1984). The heterogeneity within specific disability 

categories, social competence, IQ, age, amount of time spent in the 

integrated setting, etc. vary from study to study. Variations are also 

evident within the peer group assessing the acceptability of the 
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handicapped child as well as within environmental structures (e.g. open 

or traditional classrooms, competitive or co-operative learning groups). 

Three major reviews of the research literature examining the 

social acceptance and/or status of the handicapped in integrated 

settings (Gresham, 1982; MacMillan & Morrison, 1984; Meyers, MacMillan, 

& Yoshida, 1980) have reported several findings in common. First, the 

majority of studies focus on mentally handicapped, learning disabled, 

and behaviorally handicapped students—those groups of children believed 

to experience greater difficulties with social development and emotional 

adjustment (Quintal, 1986). Second, acceptance and rejection seem to be 

associated more with the personal-behavioural traits of the student than 

the particular handicap. Finally, 

variability across studies in terms of age, IQ, instruments, 
sociometric criterion (when specified), and characteristics of the 
regular class make comparisons impossible and any generalizations 
very tentative. Nevertheless, a consistent trend is apparent: 
handicapped learners in regular classrooms enjoy lower sociometric 
status than do their nonhandicapped peers, . , . (MacMillan & 
Morrison, 1984, p. 98) 

As the focus of both education and research related to integration 

of the handicapped has been on the acceptance of handicapped children by 

their nonhandicapped peers, teachers, and administrators (Gall, 1987; 

Gresham, 1983), programs are being designed specifically to promote the 

acceptance and active participation of handicapped pupils in both the 

social and the academic life of the school. The restructuring of the 

regular education setting to promote the social acceptance of 

handicapped pupils, as well as to improve the quality of educational 

experiences for nonhandicapped students, suggests educators are looking 
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beyond the child as the source of problems in contemporary education 

(Hallinan & Smith, 1987; Johnson & Johnson, 1984). 

In considering the integration of visually impaired pupils into 

the regular classroom, it is necessary to examine integration from a 

variety of perspectives—ethical, technical, educational, 

administrative, psychological, and sociological. Educational, ethical, 

sociocultural, and legal justifications have frequently been espoused to 

support integration (Gottlieb, 1981; MacKay, 1986; Quintal, 1986; 

Semmel, Gottlieb, & Robinson, 1979). Although the broader issue of 

integration is the same for the visually impaired as it J.S for all 

handicapped children, at another level (e.g. psychological, 

sociological, and administrative), the nature of visual impairment 

dictates different solutions to some of the problems involved. 

Intrinsic to vision loss are developmental variations associated with 

such things as conceptualizing the visual world by interpreting 

predominantly auditory information and feedback (Hatlen & Curry, 1987). 

These are very different issues than those inherent in, for example, a 

hearing impairment, in which cognitive development is affected by the 

absence or modification of language (Sanders, 1980). As well, 

sociological structures such as stigma, rne.y have different consequences 

for a visually impaired person than for someone with another type of 

disability (Monbeck, 1975). Simultaneously, the relation to some 

psychological or sociological structures may be similar for all groups 

with handicaps which, for example, restrict mobility, but not for those 

handicaps in which this restriction is not a consideration. 

Administrative issues associated with the integration of a low incidence 
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handicap, such as visual impairment, will be different than those 

inherent to a high incidence handicap, such as learning disabilities 

(Burrello & Sage, 1979). In summary, the goal of integration to accept -v. 

and encourage the active participation of disabled students in the life * 

of the school is pertinent to all. Realizing this goal may require a 

variety of strategies designed to accommodate problems unique to 

specific handicaps. 

Social AcceptanceyIntegration of 

VisuaLlY Impaired Children 

The History of Integration,of the Visually Impaired 

In North America the practice of integrating visually impaired 

children in regular schools and classrooms has a longer history than 

mainstreaming children with other disabilities (Martin 8. Hoben, 1977). 

Samuel Gridley Howe, the first director of what is now Perkins School 

for the Blind in Boston, was an early advocate of integration for the 

blind. 

It is much easier to have children who are partially blind, and 
even those totally blind, received and taught in common schools 
than it was formerly, because the existence of Institutions for 
the Blind during the third of a century has familiarized people 
with the fact that sight is not essential for instruction in the 
common branches. A great many persons have become acquainted with 
the methods used in the Institutions, and with the use of books in 
raised letters. I am constantly applied to by teachers to know 
how to proceed with a blind child; and I always encourage them to 
keep it at home, and let it go to the common school as long as 
possible. (Howe, 1866, p. 185) 

Although Howe's advice was rarely heeded and residential education for 

the blind remained the standard practice for nearly a century, there 

were some placement options available to visually impaired students 
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residing in large cities. In 1905 public school braille classes were 

established in Chicago (Lowenfeld, 1973). Based on this positive 

experience many urban areas throughout the United Stated continued to 

establish special classes, such as "sight saving classes" for the 

partially sighted, and even programs within regular classrooms. Yet, 

residential school remained the main educational placement for the 

visually impaired until the 1950s and 1960s. At this time there was a 

significant increase in the number of visually impaired children due to 

retrolental fibroplasia, a cause of visual impairment associated with 

the use of excessive oxygen following the premature birth of infants 

(Lowenfeld, 1973). The increasing reluctance of parents to send their 

young children to residential settings and the inability of existing 

schools for the blind to cope with the decisive increase in population 

is believed to have contributed to the establishment of the principle 

and practice of mainstreaming for visually impaired children as well as 

those with ether disabilities (Lowenfeld, 1973; Martin & Hoben, 1977). 

In Canada, residential placement of visually impaired children was 

the main educational approach until the late 1960s. Prior to the 

establishment of the Atlantic Provinces Resource Centre for the Visually 

Impaired in 1977, severely visually impaired children throughout 

Atlantic Canada were educated at the Halifax School for the Blind 

(MacCuspie & McAlpine, 1988). The majority of these children were 

residential students returning home only during Christmas and Easter 

holidays and two months during the suHsmer. As a consequence of the 

recommendations of the Nova Scotia government's 1973 Kendall Report, the 

four Atlantic Provinces agreed to combine resources to expand the 
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educational opportunities available to the visually impaired to include 

community-based services. Thus, integration of the visually impaired in 

the regular classroom soon became the standard educational placement for 

these children. 

Defining Visual Impairment 

Official definitions of visual impairment were originally designed 

to assist in medical classification and/or eligibility for various forms 

of social assistance (Faye, 1984). Using tests of visual acuity which 

measure clarity of vision, a person is declared legally blind if visual 

acuity is 20/200 or less. One with a visual acuity of 20/200 can 

identify a specific symbol at 20 feet while one with normal vision, 

(i.e. 20/20), is able to identify this same symbol at 200 feet. Legal 

blindness may also be declared if the field of vision is restricted to 

less than 20 degrees (Faye, 1984). 

Such definitions provide limited information about the way a 

person sees or the effect of vision loss on development and performance 

(Barraga, 1976). For example, a visual impairment involving a 

significant field loss will have a profound effect upon the ease with 

which one can move throughout the environment but may not seriously 

detract from the ability to read regular size print. Intelligence, 

motivation, emotional support, and age of onset of visual impairment are 

but a few of the variables which appear to contribute to the efficiency 

with which one learns to accommodate a vision loss (Barraga 1976; Faye, 

1984; Scholl, 1986). 

The majority of the visually impaired have some useful remaining 

vision. Only one in 10,000, or approximately 10 percent of the visually 
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impaired childhood population are totally blind (Faye, 1984). The 

prevalence of visual impairment in the school age population is 0.06, in 

comparison to 1.75 for the mentally handicapped, 0.31 for those with 

multiple handicaps, 1.22 for the speech impaired, or 4.41 for the 

learning disabled (Winzer et al, 1987). Visual impairment has the 

lowest prevalence when compared with that of other handicapping 

conditions. 

Another consideration when discussing the visually impaired as a 

group is the wide range of abilities intrinsic to this population. 

These range from the gifted to the profoundly multiply handicapped 

(Scholl, 1986). As medical technology has improved, the number of 

multiply handicapped children who survive the early critical years has 

increased dramatically. Since visual impairment is frequently one of 

the several disabilities experienced by this group, this has changed the 

composition of the visually impaired population (Winzer et al, 1987). 

Thus, visual impairment is a low incidence condition marked by extreme 

heterogeneity. 

Issues Related to ̂ esjearcji__pn._the Visually Impaired 

Findings of much of the research on the visually impaired tend to 

be vague, inconclusive, and contradictory (Fraiberg, 1977; Lowenfeld, 

1980; Warren, 1984). Two major factors are generally believed to be 

related to this problem. First, the majority of research on visual 

impairment has been undertaken within a positivistic theoretical 

framework, hence based on the scientific method associated with 

statistical analysis, strict sampling procedures, and an emphasis on 

objectivity (Warren, 1978). The nature of visual impairment creates 
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major difficulties from this perspective. For example, the prevalence 

of visual impairment is only .06 of the school age population (Winzer et 

al, 1987), making access to random samples or matching on specific 

variables truly difficult. As well, a precise definition of visual 

impairment is problematic (Freeman, Goetz, Richards, Groenveld, 

Blockberger, Jan, & Sykanda, 1988). Legal blindness includes a range 

from total vision loss to varying degrees of functional or partial 

vision. Other factors such as the degree and location of visual field 

defects, visual efficiency, motivation, and light and contrast 

sensitivity affect the degree and quality of visual information 

accessible (Faye, 1984). Second, and interrelated with the first, is 

the extreme heterogeneity of the visually impaired, school age 

population. The severity of loss, total or partial; the age of onset, 

congenital or adventitious; the nature of onset, gradual or sudden; 

intelligence and social adjustment; and the presence of associated 

physical or sensory handicaps, all contribute to the extreme 

heterogeneity of this population (Freeman et al, 1988). 

Furthermore, when considering the psychological development of the 

visually impaired, a variety of theoretical perspectives and 

corresponding functional implications are feasible (Freeman et al, 

1988). For example, the importance of intervention to lessen the 

negative effect of vision loss on development through adaptive 

strategies during "critical periods" is the focus of some researchers 

(Fraiberg, 1977; Swallow & Poulsen, 1983). Other researchers recognize 

an inherent difference in the psychological development of the visually 

impaired while focusing upon adaptive processes to enhance more normal 
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development (Lowenfeld, 1980; Warren, 1984). Still others believe that 

"blind men are made" or that blindness is a social construction created 

in response to society's socialization and categorization of the 

visually impaired (Scott, 1969b). Thus, the variety and diversity of 

psychological perspectives, in combination with problematic research 

methods and an extremely heterogeneous population, have contributed to 

inconclusive research findings in many areas. 

Social Status, Interaction, and Relationships 

of the Visually Impaired 

Despite a comparatively long history of integration of visually 

impaired pupils with their sighted peers, there is a remarkably meagre 

amount of research examining their interaction. One of the earliest 

studies using sociometrics with blind children was completed by Jones, 

Lavine and Shell (1972). Twenty braille students, integrated in grades 

4-6, and their sighted classmates were the subjects of this study. The 

children were asked to nominate three peers in response to each of ten 

questions (e.g. "I would like to eat my lunch with . " ) . Items 

indicative of both acceptance and rejection were incorporated. Although 

some visually impaired pupils were found to be well accepted, as a group 

they fell below the median on the majority of the ten items. The 

sighted students nominating blind children represented a cross-section 

of popular, rejected and isolated raters. 

Eaglestein (1975) conducted a sociometric study of nine blind high 

school students integrated in regular classes in Israel where this 

practice has been common since the 1950s. The 155 classmates of the 

nine braille students were asked to rate each of their peers on two 
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items: whether they would like to work with her/him to obtain a shared 

subject grade and the extent to which they liked each classmate. As 

well, they were asked how long they had known each classmate, to list 

five students with whom they would least prefer to work, and to indicate 

their five best friends. Although all nine of the blind students had 

average grades, seven of the nine were above the class median for 

rejection as workmates. While scoring within an average range on the 

liking scale, six of the nine students fell below their class medians 

for the frequency of being chosen as best friends. Correlations were 

made between the length of time a student was known by classmates and 

scores on the scales determining degree of liking and willingness to 

work with a peer. Results indicated that the longer the blind pupil was 

known by classmates the less likely they were to like or be willing to 

work with the blind student. 

A similar correlation between sociometric status and length of 

acquaintance was reported in a more recent study by Goupil and Comeau 

(1983). Three groups of visually impaired pupils, integrated in Quebec 

schools, and their classmates were requested to list the students they 

would choose to work with on a French assignment, to work with on a 

mathematics assignment, and to participate with in a social activity 

such as a birthday party. The 28 visually impaired subjects (11 totally 

integrated secondary students, 8 partially integrated secondary 

students, and 9 totally integrated elementary students) were chosen less 

frequently than their sighted peers on each of the three questions. 

The weakness inherent in sociometric studies discussed earlier in 

this review are evident in the three studies available on the status of 
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integrated visually impaired children. They provide descriptive data 

but do not explain why a visually impaired child is chosen less 

frequently; nor do they report characteristics of the visually impaired 

population, the sighted subjects or aspects of the educational setting. 

In their study of the interaction between a sample of 22 

integrated visually impaired students and their peers, Hoben and 

Lindstom (1980) conducted systematic observations in each classroom and 

polled teachers about their observations of the interaction between 

visually impaired and sighted students. The visually impaired sample 

was determined by drawing every fifth student from a total population of 

116 students. The 22 visually impaired students represented an equal 

distribution by gender, age, and grade levels 1 through 12. Although 

all subjects had been mainstreamed throughout their school careers, only 

41 percent were legally blind, that is, had a visual acuity of 20/200 or 

less. 

In examining the quantity of interactions, visually impaired 

students were found to interact less frequently than their sighted 

peers. During the observations periods 45 percent of the visually 

impaired students had fewer than 10 interactions compared with only 9 

percent of the sighted population having this number. As well, visually 

impaired students initiated and responded to interaction less frequently 

than their classmates. Eight of the visually impaired pupils but none 

of the sighted students were observed to make no initiation to interact 

with classmates during the observation period. Although the frequency 

of interaction with the teacher was not significantly different for the 

two populations, visually impaired students tended to initiate 
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interaction with the teacher more frequently than their classmates, 

particularly at the elementary school level. The teacher's reports of 

interaction for the visually impaired concurred with the data obtained 

on the Interaction Observation Schedule, the instrument used in this 

study. Sixty-one percent of the teachers reported the visually impaired 

students to interact less frequently with peers than did other 

classmates. Forty-one percent of the teachers reported visually 

impaired students spent most of their unstructured time alone. 

As with other studies cited, Hoben's research is characterized by 

methodological difficulties (e.g. ineffective instruments, sample 

errors) and absence of firm conclusions. From a practitioner's 

viewpoint, it confirms the feeling that social interaction is less than 

satisfactory for integrated visually impaired students but does little 

to clarify or explain why this situation exists. Given the findings of 

the research on social interaction of visually impaired students in a 

residential school for the visually impaired conducted by Smith and 

Smith (1983), Hoben's findings are even more perplexing. Analysis of 

data collected through participant observation and interviews revealed 

that visually impaired students in residential settings exhibited social 

interaction and behaviour patterns typical of those found among sighted 

children in public schools: 

Observations took place at several locations, depending on the 
scheduled activities for the day. These locations included 
classrooms, hallways, student union, snack bar, and dining hall. . 
. . Social behaviors observed included talking, horseplay, 
excitement over important events, close friendships, courtship, 
and interaction among students and teachers. . . . Some of the 
students . . . were obviously "best friends" as they would be seen 
everyday sitting together and talking. There were no instances 
during the observation in the student union of one student being 
isolated, either by preference or ostracism, from others in the 
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room. All those in this setting appeared to take an active role 
in some form of social behavior. (Smith & Smith, 1983, p. 32-33) 

This study would appear to support the need for research employing 

qualitative methods of data collection and analysis to explore social 

interaction and acceptance of integrated visually impaired pupils. 

Kekelis and Sacks (1988), in a qualitative study examining the social 

interaction between five to seven year old visually impaired students 

and their peers, noted that the visually impaired students tended to be 

more self-centered and unresponsive to their peers than did their fully 

sighted peers. As well, their restricted imaginative play behaviour and 

adult-like language appeared to detract from routine interaction with 

sighted playmates. Unfortunately, this study did not expand its focus 

to examine the social environment in which the interaction occured. 

Social Adjustment in Visually Impaired Children 

Although sociometric measures provide tentative information about 

how well visually impaired children are liked or accepted by their 

peers, they offer insufficient insight regarding social competencies, 

skills, or interpersonal attractiveness related to social acceptance 

(Asher & Taylor, 1981). The vast number of social skills and their 

priority of importance in relation to social interaction is difficult to 

ascertain. Just as complex is the role vision plays in development and 

the subsequent consequences of impaired vision on psychological 

development and social interaction. Perception, "the process of 

sorting, coding, and organizing sensory data and concepts to make all 

the characteristics and operational functions fit together is a complex 

mental task" (Barraga, 1976, p. 41). It is an undertaking which each 

child learns to do in a unique way called a "cognitive style of 
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learning" (Piaget, 1973). Vision plays an important role in helping a 

child coordinate and integrate the auditory and tactile stimuli from the 

environment, to imitate appropriate behaviour, and to learn concepts 

(Barraga, 1976; Scholl, 1986). Visually impaired children must rely 

increasingly upon senses other than vision as the degree of vision loss 

increases: 

Totally blind individuals must rely on their other senses to 
obtain all the information about the world that they need, and 
partially sighted individuals need to make greater use of 
nonvisual information than sighted people. The role of perception 
in other areas of behavior is vast. This involvement is perhaps 
most obvious in locomotion, where the functions that nonvisual 
information must serve are reasonably clear. Perception is also 
critical in learning, and in cognitive and language development. 
Perception is important for socialization and personality 
development—a child must be able to perceive information about 
the wishes of other people in order to become socialized. 
(Warren, 1984, p. 49) 

For example, Scott (1969a) outlines the process of role learning 

in childhood and how visual impairment interferes with this process. 

First are the aspects of social roles the child is expected to learn 

during childhood, such as social and physical differentiations 

associated with gender. Visually impaired children, particularly if 

totally blind, have significant difficulty learning about the 

physiological differences between their bodies and those of the opposite 

sex (Scholl, 1986). This problem is compounded by the added 

restrictions vision loss places upon the ability to perceive and learn 

basic role traits and mannerisms associated with femininity and 

masculinity. 

Another dimension of role learning is that associated with the 

basic knowledge required to act in a socially appropriate manner when 



48 

interacting with others. The limitations visual impairment places upon 

imitation of appropriate behaviour are critical (Van Hasselt, 1983). 

On the one hand, the child learns at least the basic rudiments of 
verbal behavior required by his [sic] role; on the other hand his 
physical conduct is inappropriate. This jarring discrepancy 
serves to heighten the perceived "differentness" between blind and 
sighted persons, thereby further isolating the blind youngster in 
his social contacts with others. (Scott, 1969a, p. 1043) 

Ammerman, Van Hasselt and Hersen (1986), following extensive 

studies of the social adjustment of visually impaired children, have 

suggested a number of factors possibly contributing to the difficulty 

visually impaired children experience in developing appropriate social 

behaviours. First, limited access to learning and using visual cues 

important in interpersonal communication is a serious consequence of 

visual impairment. The tendency of the visually impaired not to make 

eye contact and the significant reduction in the frequency and variety 

of their facial expressions is frequently disconcerting to sighted 

individuals accustomed to the integral part these behaviours play in 

their communication (Monbeck, 1975; Raver, 1986). Hurt, Scott and 

McCroskey (1978) stress the importance of such nonverbal communication 

to social interaction: 

The use of eye movement is perceived as being one of the most 
meaningful cues in nonverbal communication, for it signals a 
willingness to interact and communicate. Direct eye contact with 
another in our culture normally communicates interest and 
attention. Conversely, lack of eye contact communicates lack of 
interest and attention, (p. 107) 

As well, lack of eye contact during interaction frequently creates a 

sense of uneasiness for participants. While involved in social 

interaction with the visually impaired, the nonhandicapped have been 

found to report feelings of discomfort, to discontinue interaction as 
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quickly as possible, to ignore atypical behaviour, and in general, to 

experience "interaction stress" (Rickelman & Blaylock, 1983). Such 

reactions interfere with positive interactions between the visually 

impaired and their peers. 

Mehan (1978) emphasizes the importance of synchronizing speech and 

gestures for effective communication: 

[Face to face] interactions are rhythmic, cooperative activities, 
involving the complex coordination of speech and gesture. . . 
studies consistently find that successful interaction occurs when 
participants synchronize the rhythm of speech and gesture, while 
breakdowns occur in the absence of synchrony, (p. 48) 

Such synchronization for the visually impaired is restricted and for the 

totally blind, perhaps even impossible, given the effect of vision loss 

on access to visual cues, that is, gestures and the feedback inherent in 

these cues. 

A second essential component in learning interpersonal skills is 

receiving feedback related to one's actions (Van Hasselt, 1983). Much 

of the nonverbal feedback available to sighted children is inaccessible 

to the visually impaired, making it difficult for them to develop or 

refine social interaction skills. As well, feedback may be inaccurately 

interpreted by the visually impaired or inappropriately provided by the 

nonhandicapped. Scott (1969b) discusses the confusion created within 

the visually impaired child when adults, in particular, are overgenerous 

with praise for even the most trivial accomplishment. This results in 

the child either considering herself/himself exceptionally talented or 

considering the blind to be particularly incompetent if such praise is 

warranted. In either case, the social consequences are apt to be 

undesirable. 
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Given the limited access by the visually impaired both to learning 

and using visual cues, and to the feedback necessary to develop and 

refine interpersonal communication skills, and given the reliance of the 

sighted population upon cultural norms associated with certain gestures 

and communication patterns, social interaction between the visual1/ 

impaired and the sighted is at risk (Scott, 1969b; Tuttle, 1984; Van 

Hasselt, 1983). As well as being uncomfortable, interaction may also 

result in misinterpretations of the messages being sent by both parties 

(Lowenfeld, 1975). Hence, there are often barriers to the establishment 

of "shared meanings" in the interaction between visually impaired 

children and their sighted peers (Santin & Simmons, 1977). 

A third factor associated with the social behaviour of visually 

impaired children concerns the actual frequency of social experiences 

available to these children to practice and refine interpersonal skills 

(Van Hasselt, 1983). The inappropriateness of many physically active 

games, the continuous attention required just to travel safely in the 

environment, and the impatience of peers in accommodating visually 

impaired players in unstructured games are cited as reducing the 

opportunities for active participation by the visually impaired. The 

negative effect vision loss has on the frequency of interactions with 

the environment has also been emphasized (Lowenfeld, 1975). Lowenfeld 

reported that visual impairment imposes three general restrictions 

affecting development. These include restrictions on the range and 

variety of experiences, the ability to move within the environment, and 

the control of environment and self in relation to environment. The 

severity of the visual impairment is associated with the significance of 
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the impact of these restrictions; the more severe the vision loss the 

more likely development will be negatively influenced (Scholl, 1986; 

Warren, 1984). 

In relation to play, frequently cited as important to the 

development of social knowledge (Corsaro, 1981), Parsons (1986b) 

reported differences in both quantitative and qualitative patterns of 

play behaviour of visually impaired children when compared to their 

sighted peers. Visually impaired children spent less time in functional 

play activities and more time involved in stereotypical play behaviours 

than their sighted peers. Acquisition of social knowledge may also be 

restricted by visual impairment. Corn and Bishop (1984) found the mean 

percentile scores of adolescent visually impaired children on tests of 

practical knowledge acquisition to be significantly lower than those of 

their normally sighted peers. The lower scores of the partially sighted 

visually impaired youths when compared to totally blind subjects also 

suggests a tendency to overlook the need for direct teaching of such 

information to visually impaired children with some remaining vision. 

They are often assumed to be able to acquire such knowledge through 

imitation as their fully sighted peers do. In general then, visual 

impairment, particularly total blindness, appears to limit the variety 

and frequency of social experiences from a very early age. 

The negative attitude of people toward the handicapped is another 

explanation for reduced social interaction of the visually impaired. 

Van Hasselt (1983) suggests that the unattractive facial features of 

many visually impaired children place them "at risk" for social 

rejection by their peers. Scott (1969b) emphasizes the negative impact 
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public attitude has on the visually impaired child, suggesting the 

disability of blindness is, in fact, a learned social role. 

In childhood attitudes, beliefs and values about stigmatized 
people such as the blind are learned. If one is blind these 
become internalized and one learns to play the role of a blind 
person. . . Personal interactions in encounters between seeing and 
blind people impress upon the latter the negative and devaluing 
assumptions about blindness and they are internalized as a part of 
the blind person's self-concept. (Lowenfeld, 1975, p. 261) 

The development of a positive self-concept and self-esteem are two 

aspects of development frequently considered at risk in the visually 

impaired (Tuttle, 1984; Warren, 1984). Vision plays a principal role in 

the conceptualization of the physical world. A conceptualization based 

on tactile, auditory, or deficient visual information increases the 

probability of an inadequate understanding of people, phenomena, 

objects, and self in relation to these (Tuttle, 1984; Warren, 1984). 

Because people perceive themselves in part, through the information 

received from others, self-concept is a reflection of one's 

interpretations of these external messages (Tuttle, 1984). Vision loss 

increases both the opportunity for misinterpretation and the dependency 

upon other people's perception of the environment (Cook-Clampert, 1981). 

As suggested by Tuttle (1984): 

The young, dependent, or immature VI [visually impaired], not 
trusting his [sic] own judgments about himself, tends to adopt the 
SO's [significant other's] judgments in preference to his own. 
The more dependent VI is, the more likely he is to accept without 
question SO's opinions regarding his attributes, (p. 69) 

The considerable difficulty visually impaired children experience 

in acquiring an adequate repertoire of interpersonal skills (Van 

Hasselt, 1983) is viewed by Tuttle (1984) as an extension of the 

problems encountered in developing a positive self-concept, The 
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limitations on quality, quantity, and accuracy of information, and 

opportunities for imitation of the behaviour of others, interfere with 

normal social development (Van Hasselt, 1983; Warren, 1984). Thus, for 

the visually impaired student, peer interaction and the development of 

friendships pose some unique problems (Warren, 1984). 

The response of the nonhandicapped population to the visually 

impaired is multifarious. Stereotype and stigma are attitudes which 

appear to have a pervasive effect on the integration of the handicapped 

into society in general (Lowenfeld, 1975; Monbeck, 1975; Scott, 1969b). 

Integration is a dynamic process, one that will reflect the effect of a 

vast number of interrelated variables (Sapon-Shevin, 1978) and one that 

will be laden with cultural beliefs, assumptions, and values (Schein, 

1985). Despite the great heterogeneity inherent within the population 

of the visually impaired, they are considered as a group by society 

(Kim, 1970; Lowenfeld, 1975; Monbeck, 1975). Unlike members of many 

other minorities (e.g. ethnic groups or religious affiliations), the 

blind individual does not have the benefit of close association with 

family members experiencing the day-to-day effects of their minority 

status (Monbeck, 1975). Although traditionally the visually impaired 

were segregated for much of their lives (e.g. in segregated schools, 

sheltered workshops), today it is usually through choice that an 

individual may affiliate with what society terms "his [or her] own kind" 

(Scott, 1969b). Nevertheless, society still considers the "blind" as a 

group and its stereotype for visual impairment is prevalent today 

(Monbeck, 1975; Vickers, 1987). 
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Although the treatment of the visually impaired in society has 

changed dramatically, beliefs about visual impairment and those so 

afflicted have not (Monbeck, 1975; Vickers, 1987). Monbeck (1975) 

describes three major beliefs about blindness which affect the 

stereotype characterizing society's present ideas about the visually 

impaired. First, blindness is associated with punishment for some past, 

grave sin. The relationship between venereal disease and blindness 

serves to maintain the second belief—blindness as a punishment for 

"sexual transgressions." The third belief is that the visually impaired 

individual conveys a social stigma which is a symbol of physical, 

social, emotional, and economic inferiority (Monbeck, 1975). The 

negative disposition of the beliefs which have created today's 

stereotype of the blind ensure an adverse effect on the status of the 

visually impaired (Kim, 1970). They are usually viewed as powerless and 

dependent upon the benevolence of society for their survival. 

Theoretical Frameworks for the Study 

of Pupil Interaction 

The topic of classroom interaction includes a broad range of 

educational research interests. Questions concerning the principles of 

discipline, the most effective teaching strategies, and the nature of 

teaching and learning are inextricably linked with the notion of 

classroom interaction. During the past two decades, researchers have 

focused on the intricacies of teacher-pupil interaction (Delamont, 1984) 

and to a lesser extent, interaction among pupils themselves (Davies, 

1982; Pollard, 1985). Diverse theoretical and empirical developments 
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have emerged as the study of classroom interaction has evolved from its 

original situation within educational research to the challenge for 

greater insight it has presented to the sociology of education 

(Hammersley & Woods, 1984). 

Psychological, social psychological, and sociological dimensions 

have been used to study various aspects of classroom interaction. 

Studies from within these different disciplines have focused on 

particular aspects of classroom interaction and typically based their 

research within different frameworks. Psychology, maintaining its close 

link with the natural sciences, studies classroom interaction from a 

predominately empirical-analytic framework. American social 

psychological studies in classroom interaction have provided the model 

for research in this area during the past half century (Delamont, 1976). 

This research, also known as interaction analysis, is, as well, located 

within the empirical-analytic framework. However, classroom interaction 

examined from the field of sociology of education has evolved from its 

roots in the empirical-analytic tradition to a predominate use of the 

symbolic and critical sciences to inform research (Popkewitz, 1984). 

There are many diversified schools within the symbolic 

interactionist framework. Blumer (1969) has derived a distinctive 

approach to the study of social behaviour based on the works of George 

H. Mead, Charles Cooley, John Dewey, and William James. The 

epistemology of symbolic interactionism is grounded in human interaction 

(Popkewitz, 1984). Knowledge is viewed as personal, subjective, and 

unique. Emphasis is placed on the subjective meanings of the 
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individuals--how they interpret one another, negotiate shared meanings, 

and construct their social reality. 

Woods (1979) outlines three basic assumptions underlying the 

symbolic interactionist approach as articulated by Blumer. First, 

individuals "act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the 

things have for them" (p. 15). Thus, the world is not comprised of 

objects or happenings having fixed meanings, but of symbols which must 

be interpreted by the individual. Living in a symbolic environment 

where all social objects, including the self, are interpreted by the 

individual, the researcher must attend to these interpreted meanings as 

well as to the overt behaviour being observed. Visually impaired pupils 

have to interpret the actions of their peers and teachers (often on the 

basis of limited or inaccurate visual information) and sighted 

individuals must give meaning to the actions of the visually impaired 

individual with whom they are interacting. Thus, meanings are social 

products, "creations that are formed in and through the defining 

activities of people as they interact" (Blumer, 1969, p. 5). Meaning is 

extrinsic, behavioral, and created through the process of social 

interaction (Johnson, 1982). 

A second assumption of symbolic interactionism is the ongoing 

process of meaning attribution during social interaction (Woods, 1979). 

Humans are not viewed as passive beings driven by biological or 

environmental forces but are actively involved in constructing their 

actions based upon interpretation of their environment. Culture and 

social structures are continuously evolving through human activity. 

"The life of any human society consists of an fngoing process of fitting 
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together the activities of its members" (Blumer, 1969, p. 7). However, 

many symbolic interactionists acknowledge the existence of some degree 

of "biological and social constraints on behaviour" (Fine, 1981, p. 31). 

Such constraints associated with vision loss and the label of blindness 

need to be considered when exploring the interaction of integrated 

visually impaired children. 

The third assumption of symbolic interactionism identified by 

Woods (1979) contends that the continuous process of meaning attribution 

occurs in a social context. Mead (1934) believed an individual's self-

concept evolves through social interaction. Self-concept emerges as 

individuals internalize the responses others give to their actions: 

The individual develops a self concurrently with his [sic] use of 
role-taking. . . . By taking the role of others, the individual 
begins to see himself as an object. This enables the individual 
to get outside of oneself and analyze and define the situation in 
terms of others (Johnson, 1982, p. 11). 

As a social process within the individual, the self negotiates two 

roles, the "I" and the "Me". "I" describes the part of the self that 

acts while "Me" is the part of the self that responds to the action. 

Thus, through socialization the individual develops the capacity to be a 

self-reflective being: 

To reflect upon yourself, you have to go outside yourself. This 
is done by putting the "me," the reflective self, into the role of 
others. You therefore see yourself as others see you. You can 
imaginatively take the role of one person or a whole group of 
persons toward yourself. The former process Mead calls taking the 
role of the "significant other" and the latter taking the role of 
the "generalized other." Thus a blind person can try to assume 
the role of his [sic] sighted roommate toward himself, or he may 
try to assume the role of all sighted persons toward him. As an 
object of his own activity, he can not only perceive himself, have 
an image of himself, and act toward himself, but he can also 
communicate with himself . . . . According to Mead, man not only 
can make indications to himself, but he must make these 
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indications if he is to act. Making indications to oneself is a 
necessary prerequisite to action. (Winton, 1970, p. 18). 

Therefore, within a social context, individuals interpret the meanings 

of others and construct their response based upon that interpretation. 

Lowenfeld (1981) contends that blindness imposes three basic 

limitations upon a person: 

1. In the range and variety of experiences. 
2. In the ability to get about. 
3. In the control of the environment and the self in relation 

to it. (p. 68) 

These three restrictions interfere with three critical aspects inherent 

to the symbolic interactionist perspectives on development. These 

issues are: 

the development of the self through the perception of others, the 
importance of communication and the use of symbols, and the 
development of the ability to behave appropriately as a function 
of the expectations of others. (Fine, 1981, p.31) 

An understanding of the interaction and consequent acceptance or 

rejection of integrated visually impaired children within the social 

context of pupil culture must address the individual perspectives of 

those involved in an attempt to understand the way they interpret their 

social environment and the interactions characteristic of it. 

The structural and organizational features of an elementary 

classroom, in conjunction with processes (e.g. education regulations and 

laws) outside the immediate social environment, both enable and 

constrain the interaction of students (Hallinan & Smith, 1987) and, 

therefore, both the academic and social functioning of integrated 

visually impaired students. Pollard (1985) contends that from a 

symbolic interactionist perspective, an "institutional bias" influences 

the behaviour of participants within the school. 
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An institutional bias is a type of generally shared knowledge, a 
diffuse and often tacit set of social understandings or cultural 
assumptions about a school and about practices in it. These 
conventions are developed over time and frequently reflect the 
perspectives of those with most power and influence in the school. 
In the long term they often become routine and taken for granted. 
They may thus be experienced by new teachers, pupils, parents or 
others almost as social facts about a school and thus as features 
to which they must adapt, (p. 116) 

As discussed earlier in this chapter, Schein (1985) considers these 

"taken for granted convictions" to be basic assumptions or the "essence 

of culture", hence underpinning people's perceptions and actions. 

Therefore, it is critical to understand the significant features of the 

school to which an integrated visually impaired student must adapt and 

the aspects of the social environment which are incompatible with or 

particularly challenging for the visually impaired student and other 

participants. 

Relevant to the visually impaired, the few studies exploring their 

interaction have been conducted from the disciplines of educational and 

social psychology and located within the empirical-analytic paradigm. 

For example, Hoben (1976), in her study of visually impaired students 

mainstreamed in the regular classroom, compared the frequency and type 

(positive or negative) of interaction between visually impaired and 

normally sighted pupils. Social adjustment and social acceptance, as 

measured by standardized tests, have also been studied in relation to 

mainstreamed visually impaired pupils (e.g. Crandell & Streeter, 1977; 

Eaglestein, 1975). Here, maladjustment of the visually impaired is 

generally attributed to the fundamental disposition of the individual. 

Researchers attempt to identify correlations between the degree of 

adjustment and variables such as degree of blindness, age of onset, 
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intelligence, and grade level. Researchers in this tradition are 

operative within the positive model of natural sciences. 

Accepting the methods and assumptions of the natural sciences has 

a significant influence on, and presents significant problems for, not 

only the manner in which researchers study classroom interaction, but 

also the nature of their conclusion and the explanations that can be 

provided (Cohen & Manion, 1981; Popkewitz, 1984). An initial difficulty 

encountered in studying interaction within such a theoretical framework 

is the standardization of a definition for interaction which might 

accurately encompass all aspects of the concept. Interaction is a 

process and is not easily reduced to a fixed entity. While the 

researcher may be able to measure some aspects of interaction (e.g. 

frequency, correlations) it is difficult to examine the dynamic nature 

of the process using methods designed to measure a product. In 

addition, a standard definition assumes the consensus of goals for all 

actors in the classroom, as well as the validity of the researcher's 

definitions to the exclusion of others. 

A further problem is that within the empirical-analytic framework, 

the researcher establishes the hypothesis—that is, decides what to 

measure and how this will be done—prior to the investigation. This 

serves to focus attention on specific behaviours while neglecting 

others. Hence, the researcher may miss significant aspects inherent in 

the problem under study. Relationships which are difficult to quantify 

may be either ignored or considered "not quite real" (Karabel & Halsey, 

1977). Through this sort of research process, the context of 

interaction is isolated from the situation. Aspects of time and space, 
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and the actor's reasons, feelings, and motives are viewed as irrelevant, 

denying the consciousness of pupils and teachers. In contrast, inherent 

within the symbolic interactionist perspective is the recongnition of 

the unique ability of individuals to interpret their experiences, to 

represent them to themselves, and more importantly, to act in relation 

to these interpretations (Cohen & Manion, 1981 p. 16). 

A theoretical framework which defines "social life as patterns of 

conduct" (Popkewitz, 1984, p. 40) has much to offer the study of 

classroom interaction. Rather than adapted from a theory designed for 

the physical sciences, as is the case of the empirical-analytic 

framework, the episteu.ology of the symbolic framework is grounded in 

human interaction. Knowledge is viewed as personal, subjective, and 

unique. Emphasis is placed on the subjective meanings of the 

individuals—how they interpret one another, negotiate shared meanings, 

and construct their social reality. These aspects of social exchange, 

essential to understanding elementary school interactions, were examined 

in this study. 

At one level, the symbolic science framework focuses directly on 

the internal operations of a social unit, that is, it functions 

predominantly at a micro level of analysis (Popkewitz, 1984). Studied 

in its social context, the symools and meanings inherent in the 

situation, time, and space are inseparable. Classroom interaction 

requires such a perspective to interpret the complexities within the 

situation and its many actors (Delamont, 1976). The emergent research 

design characteristic of this framework remains open to all factors 
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within a given context and both overt and covert aspects of behaviour 

may be studied. 

At another level, the symbolic interactionist perspective does not 

preclude attention to the social constraints on interaction of processes 

and/or structures external to the setting (Hammersley, 1980). External 

political or social processes as well as the personal biographies of the 

pupils and teachers may restrict what can be negotiated. The 

researcher, while focusing on the construction of reality and shared 

meanings of the participants, is open to all factors within the given 

context. The influence of external factors may be revealed as "taken-

for-granted" assumptions and identified. As an initial exploration of 

some of the perspectives of those intimately involved in a school where 

a visually impaired student has been integrated, this study attempts to 

link external processes to the micro level of analysis of the classroom. 

Despite the depth and breadth of research on classroom 

interaction, some populations, such as the visually impaired, have been 

overlooked by researchers. The current emphasis on integration of 

visually impaired children in public school classrooms should provide 

the opportunity necessary to rectify this present situation. In 

addition, examining the interactions of a disabled group may provide a 

fresh perspective leading to new insights. 

Conclusion 

Integration is a broad, complex concept which must encompass the 

social, instructional and temporal integration of visually impaired 

students into the regular classroom setting. Within this setting, a 
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culture of both the school as a whole and the classroom as a subgroup is 

evident. Pupil culture is the context in which the integrated visually 

impaired student must negotiate interaction, friendship and acceptance. 

In an integrated setting, if peer relationships are to be a constructive 

influence, "they must promote feelings of belonging, acceptance, 

support, and caring, as opposed to feelings of rejection, abandonment, 

and alienation" (Johnson & Johnson, 1984, p. 91). The next chapter 

presents the methodology used to explore these relationships between 

integrated visually impaired students and their classmates. 



CHAPTER 3 

Research Methodology 

Introduction 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the multi-site approach 

utilized in this research. Following the presentation of the 

researcher's background, various aspects of the research act are 

outlined. These include the sequence of the research design, the 

selection of research participants, access to the research sites, 

inherent ethical issues, and data collection and analysis. Both the 

procedures and issues inherent within these components of research are 

discussed. 

The Study 

As discussed fully in Chapter 2, the dual theoretical frameworks 

of symbolic interactionism and the concept of organizational culture 

were used to guide this research. Working within a symbolic framework, 

the researcher strives to understand the perspectives of the 

participants in school interaction. Intersubjectivity, motives and 

reason are central concepts. Considering the concept of organizational 

culture, the researcher attempts to reveal those cultural assumptions 

which underpin people's perceptions and actions. Together they provide 

I a broad but powerful perspective from which to explore the social 

integration of visually impaired students. 

A multi-site case study approach (using four different classrooms 

located throughout the province of Nova Scotia and one in New Brunswick) 

64 
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was used to examine the process of social interaction between the 

visually impaired pupil and participants in an integrated educational 

setting at the elementary school level. There are several reasons for 

choosing a multi-site as opposed to a single case study. First, the 

extreme heterogeneity of the visually impaired population and their 

geographical location throughout each province creates a situation in 

which generally only one visually impaired pupil is enrolled in a given 

elementary school. Thus, an infinite number of situations will exist in 

relation to the visually impaired pupil, the sighted classmates and 

educators, and the educational system itself. For example, a visually 

impaired pupil may be distinguished by degree and type of visual loss, 

age of onset, presence of additional impairments, physical abnormalities 

(e.g. presence of nystagmus or involuntary eye movements) as well as 

those factors associated with the usual school population—gender, race, 

socioeconomic level, etc. The educational setting may be an open or 

traditional classroom, using an individualized or co-operative 

instructional approach, in a rural or an urban setting, a large 

amalgamated complex or a small school with several grades in a single 

classroom, and directed by a school board with or without standardized 

procedures and policies related to the integration of handicapped 

students. 

Although a single site study may be able to provide sufficient 

insight into the perspectives of nonhandicapped classmates, there is 

generally only a single visually impaired pupil in any given class. 

During the process of data analysis, as themes or categories are 

identified, the researcher must continually test and refine the data 



66 

within a given category (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Thus, to ensure 

sufficient data is available for the saturation of identified themes or 

categories, as well as to provide an opportunity to compare and contrast 

different situations experienced by integrated visually impaired pupils, 

several sites were used in this study. 

Second, this research was intended to be an initial exploration of j 
I 

the process of social interaction and acceptance of the visually j 

impaired in an integrated setting. At this stage of research, it is 

important to attend to as much of the total situation as possible. This j 

helps to reduce the possibility of overlooking important aspects or j 
! 

categories as well as adopting too narrow a focus for the study ' 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). According to Glaser and Strauss (1967) 
I 

the choice of cases should be devised to produce as many categories and ' 

properties of categories as possible, as well as to interrelate 

categories. A multi-case approach increases the opportunity and/or 

probability of discovering categories which may have been less , 
i 

:«rominent, therefore undetected, in an initial site, 

A third advantage of using a multi-site sample is that it "allows 

one to look simultaneously at several settings and to get enough 

variability to increase the explanatory power of the study as a whole" 

(Miles & Huberman, 1984, p.41). Thus, the nature of the research topic, , 

questions of concern, and the unique features of the population and '• 
i 
i 

existing educational arrangements supported the use of a multi-site ] 
j 

research approach. 
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The Researcher 

A feature of qualitative research, declared by its proponents, is 

the insertion of "the subjective perception and biases of both 

participants and researcher into the research frame" (Goetz & LeCompte, 

1984, p. 95). Within this theoretical framework, the researcher is an 

inherent part of the research process, particularly during the 

collection and analysis of data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Burgess, 1985b). 

By providing autobiographical information in the research report, 

researchers lose their anonymity and acquire a "voice" or "image" 

(Davies, 1982). This provides the research reader with information to 

broaden their insights into both the basis of the data interpretation 

and its validity. To serve this purpose, the following autobiographical 

information is presented. 

Being the third child and eldest daughter in a family of seven 

siblings, I have had a life-long involvement with and interest in 

children. This prompted me to become involved as a volunteer in a 

swimming program for students at the Halifax School for the Blind while 

myself a student at Dalhousie University in 1969. From this opportunity 

a deep interest in and concern for visually impaired children developed. 

In 1971, just as integration of the handicapped was being promoted 

in the United States, I went to live for a year at Perkins School for 

the Blind while pursuing my Masters in Education for the Visually 

Impaired at Boston College. Living in a residential "cottage" with 29 

visually impaired boys, ranging in age from nine to 13 years, provided 

me with experiences and insights frequently dissimilar from those 
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encountered during prescribed classes at the university or during 

practice teaching placements. 

Upon returning to Nova Scotia, my formal career as an educator of 

the visually impaired began. Following one year as an itinerant teacher 

for the visually impaired in Halifax (a one-year trial project), I 

accepted a grade four classroom teaching position at the Halifax School 

for the Blind. Five years later, I became involved in both a 

consultative and administrative position implementing the initial, 

official integration programs for visually impaired students in Atlantic 

Canada. From this trial project grew a network of personnel and 

resources designed to support the integration of visually impaired 

children. At present, I supervise this network of services and programs 

known as "Off Campus Services." 

Given the above information, I acknowledge my subjective 

involvement with the present study and its potential advantages (e.g. 

familiarity with and knowledge of the field) and disadvantages (e.g. 

inherent biases and preconceived expectations, that is, the loss of 

objectivity). Specific strategies suggested in the literature on 

qualitative research methods were used to address these issues (e.g. 

continuously examining data in relation to the roles people held). Yet, 

the interpretive understanding of the social world "must always take 

into account the fact that meaning is socially and historically bounded, 

both for the investigator and the investigated" (Smith, 1983, p. 12). 

The possible effect of adult participants' knowledge of my professional 

association with the visually impaired is acknowledged. For example, it 

is probable that access to research sites was affected because of my 
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position. Itinerant teachers were working in programs under my 

supervision both prior to and following this study. That this 

relationship had an effect upon both the itinerant teacheLS and me is 

inevitable. As is necessary in interpretive research, I attempted to 

remain conscious of this relationship and its relevance to the process 

of data collection and analysis. 

My recognition of the manner in which I have personally 

contributed to the less than adequate social integration of visually 

impaired children helps to assure me the advantages of this type of 

research in unraveling the belief patterns present within the social 

context under study and reaching an in-depth understanding of visually 

impaired children in an integrated setting, far outweigh the potential 

disadvantages. This research has provided me "first hand knowledge" of 

the complexities to be addressed as we strive to improve the social 

integration of visually impaired students. 

Sequence of the Research 

This study took place in five sites, centred on five visually 

impaired children integrated into five different classrooms in four 

elementary schools. Each site was visited for approximately four weeks, 

where data were collected through participant observation in classrooms 

and on playgrounds; through interviews with the visually impaired child, 

a selection of her/his classmates, the classroom teacher, other subject 

specialists, the itinerant teacher for the visually impaired, the 

principal and the parents of the visually impaired child; and through 

the analysis of relevant documents. Overall, the site visits for data 
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collection transpired over a period of 10 months. Before providing 

details about sample selection and data collection procedures, the 

following section provides an overview of the sequence of events. 

1. After obtaining permission from the Atlantic Provinces Special 

Education Authority, the board overseeing services to visually 

impaired children and youth in Atlantic Canada, itinerant teachers 

for the visually impaired were contacted by letter and requested 

to identify students from their caseloads who met the criteria for 

inclusion in this study (e.g. categorized as legally blind, 

integrated in an elementary school classroom). 

2. Upon receipt of the names of 44 eligible students, letters 

requesting permission to complete research within the school 

districts in which the visually impaired students were enrolled 

were sent to each superintendent. (Initially five school boards 

were involved.) In the meantime, the research proposal was 

submitted for approval to the Ethics Committee for Graduate 

Studies at Dalhousie University. Approval was granted. 

3. After permission had been received from the school board 

superintendents, five visually impaired students were randomly 

chosen, four from a list of partially sighted students and one 

from a list of totally blind students. 

4. The researcher met with the itinerant teachers for the selected 

students to discuss the proposed research and request their 

permission to participate in and assist with the research. Upon 

their agreement, they were requested to ascertain whether the 

principal, classroom teacher and parents of the visually impaired 
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student would be willing to participate in the study and, if so, 

meet with the researcher to discuss the research in greater 

detail. Access was denied by classroom teachers at two locations. 

Two additional visually impaired students were randomly selected 

from the original sample and access granted to these sites 

following the process outlined above. 

5. Access meetings were scheduled with principals and teachers at 

each site. The purpose and procedures of the research were 

outlined and permission for their participation requested, A 

meeting was held with a parent of each visually impaired student 

to discuss the research, potential risks to the visually impaired 

student and to obtain their permission to allow the research to 

proceed, 

6. Dates for the research to begin at each site were scheduled in 

conjunction with the principal and teachers. Three to four school 

weeks were spent at each of Sites I, II, III, IV and V. A total 

of 31 school days were spent at the fourth school in which two 

visually impaired students were enrolled in two different classes. 

7. On the first day of observation at each site, the researcher was 

introduced to the students as a researcher and given an 

opportunity to explain the researcher's interest in the school 

life and interaction of elementary school students. During the 

next two weeks the reser.rcher spent the entire school day with the 

students, in both the classrooms and on the playground. In 

consultation with the classroom teacher, five to eight classmates 

of each visually impaired student were selected to be interviewed. 
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The visually impaired student and the identified classmates were 

approached privately by the researcher and asked to participate in 

an interview. They were given parental consent forms to be signed 

by their parents prior to participating in the interview. Dates 

for interviews with the parents, principal, teachers (i.e. 

classroom, physical education, French and music) and itinerant 

teacher for the visually impaired were also scheduled. 

8. During the next one to two weeks observation was interspersed with 

student interviews which were conducted during school hours. Two 

to three sessions were required with the visually impaired 

students since their interviews entailed additional questions. 

Interviews with educators were, for the most part, conducted after 

school hours. Parent interviews were completed in the home at a 

time when the visually impaired student was scheduled to be away. 

9. Observation notes were taken during the day and formally written 

up each evening. Interviews were taped and transcribed as soon as 

possible following the actual event. Both were coded and sorted 

into identified themes, patterns, etc., and filed. 

10. After observation at Site V ended, the transcription of the 

remaining tapes and coding and sorting of data were completed. 

The process of analysis continued and the formal writing of the 

thesis began. 

Selection of Research Participants 

The initial five visually impaired participants in this study were 

chosen from an identified population of approximately 44 pupils in the 
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provinces of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick. These were visually 

impaired elementary school children who were classified as legally blind 

(i.e. have a visual acuity of 20/200 or less in the better eye after 

correction), were without additional handicaps, were achieving at grade 

level or within one year of grade level, and did not demonstrate 

behavioral problems. Initial arrangements for access to the selected 

research sites aere made through the itinerant teachers for the visually 

impaired. These teachers are assigned to assist regular classroom 

teachers in accommodating the learning needs of the integrated visually 

impaired student as well as providing direct instruction to visually 

impaired students throughout a specified geographic area. They received 

an outline of the purpose and anticipated procedures tor the research 

and then discussed any concerns with the researcher. The itinerant 

teachers were askod to identify the visually impaired pupils on their 

caseloads who met the criteria for participation in the research and to 

speak with the principal, teachers, and parents of the selected visually 

impaired student to determine if they would be willing to consider 

participation in the study. 

From the initial population of 35 children, four partially sighted 

students were randomly selected by the researcher. From a population of 

nine totally blind students in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, one 

student was selected. Both totally blind and legally blind children 

were included in this study for several reasons. First, the visually 

impaired as a group include a broad range of both visual abilities and 

visual conditions. Totally blind children comprise approximated ten 

percent of the legally blind school age population (Winzer et al, 1987) 
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while the remaining ninety percent have varying degrees of residual 

vision. Secondly, visual acuity and visual efficiency, or the ability 

to use vision to effectively interpret one's environment, are not highly 

correlated (Barraga, 1976; Faye, 1934). Previous research has not 

demonstrated a significant difference between the social acceptance or 

interaction of totally blind children compared to those who are 

partially sighted (Goupil & Comeau, 1983; Hoben, 1979). Hence, in an 

exploratory study, it is necessary to include children with varying 

degrees of vision loss to observe the complexities involved. 

After the visually impaired students had been randomly selected, 

the itinerant teachers for the visually impaired in each of the five 

areas were asked to approach the classroom teachers involved to 

ascertain whether they would be willing to discuss the possibility of 

participating in the research with the researcher. Since two teachers, 

reluctant to have an observer in their classroom for a month, were 

adamantly opposed to participating in the research, it was necessary to 

move to the sixth and seventh randomly selected visually impaired 

students, one of whom was enrolled in the same school as one of the 

original five students selected. Because of the low incidence of visual 

impairment within the school age population, it was most unusual for two 

visually impaired students to be located in one school. In Atlantic 

Canada this situation usually occurs only when several members from one 

family with an inherited visual impairment attend the same school. (The 

two visually impaired students in this study who attended the same 

school were not from the same family. However, their school served a 

large urban area.) 



However, this situation provided an opportunity to examine the 

perspectives of teachers and some children, as well as aspects of a 

social environment common to two visually impaired students. Also, 

there were additional considerations which supported this rather 

fortunate opportunity to observe two visually impaired children 

integrated in the same school. First, by combining two sites the 

researcher was able to extend the usual three to four week observation 

period to six weeks. This provided an opportunity to experience the 

benefits of additional time in the setting, such as an increase in the 

richness of data and an improvement in the chance to establish rapport 

with staff and students (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). A second factor 

supporting this combined placement was existence of long term 

relationships between the itinerant teacher for the visually impaired 

and both of these students. Both had been assigned to the itinerant 

teacher's caseload for over five years. Finally, this combined site 

provided an excellent opportunity to compare and contrast the 

perspectives of those involved as well as the social context in which 

these two students were immersed. 

The other participants in the study were the classroom teachers, 

principal, itinerant teacher of the visually impaired, classmates, and 

parents of the visually impaired pupil at each site. At least five 

classmates of each visually impaired student were selected to be 

interviewed. This selection was based on the following criteria as 

observed by the researcher and the classroom teacher: pupils observed 

to initiate interaction with the visually impaired student, pupils 

observed to avoid or reject the visually impaired student, pupils 
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identified by the visually impaired student as friends and non-friends, 

pupils identified by teachers as friends and non-friends of the visually 

impaired pupil. Following at least two weeks of observation at the 

site, the classmates to be interviewed were identified after 

consultation with the classroom teacher. 

The number of classroom teachers available to be interviewed 

varied at each site. Some schools had separate teachers for music, 

French, physical education, etc., while in other schools the regular 

classroom teacher was required to instruct her/his students in these 

specific areas or had made arrangements for another teacher in the 

school to do a particular subject with her class. Therefore, all 

teachers who taught the visually impaired students were interviewed. 

Only three principals were available to be interviewed. At one site the 

principal resigned during the second week of observation and a new 

principal was not designated. At another location, two visually 

impaired students were enrolled at the same school, thus they had the 

same principal. 

Access and Ethical Issues 

As mentioned earlier, initial arrangements for access to the 

selected research sites were made through the itinerant teachers for the 

visually impaired. A formal written request for permission to conduct 

the study within a given school district was forwarded to the 

superintendent of each school board after the 44 potential sites had 

been identified. When the school board permission was granted, the 

itinerant teacher made the initial contacts to discuss the research 
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proposal with the principal, the classroom teacher and the parents of 

the visually impaired student. Next the researcher held a meeting with 

the parents of the visually impaired participant to further outline the 

research proposal, discuss possible risks for the visually impaired 

pupil, and to obtain their permission to have their child participate in 

this research (a copy of the consent form, "Form II," is presented in 

Appendix A). Having obtained the parents' permission, the principal and 

teachers in each selected school were contacted, an access meeting at 

the school was scheduled, more elaborate details of the research were 

outlined, and nn opportunity to reconsider participation was made 

available. Following identification of the potential sites, the 

itinerant teacher for the visually impaired pupil was contacted to 

confirm her/his intention to participate in the study. 

After at least two weeks of observation at the site, the visually 

impaired pupil and five to eight of her/his peers were individually 

asked to participate in an interview with the researcher. If they 

agreed, they were given a "Parental Permission Form" (see Appendix A) to 

be signed by their parents prior to being interviewed. All 31 

classmates and five visually impaired students were enthusiastic about 

participating but the parents of two classmates declined permission and 

so two other students had to be recruited. Parents were requested not 

to discuss the topic of the research with their children. 

All participants in the study were informed that the researcher 

was interested in how children at their specific grade level interacted 

with one another during school hours. Only the parents of the visually 

impaired child had received specific information about the research 
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focus on the social interaction of an integrated visually impaired 

student. It was felt that the parents of the other children would 

probably encourage their child to be atypically responsive or interested 

in their visually impaired classmate should this information be 

released. As well, if the visually impaired child was identified to 

her/his classmates as the focal point of the study, this student might 

receive unusual and, hence, unanticipated reactions from peers. Thus, 

although the classmates of the visually impaired student and their 

parents were unaware of one aspect of the research, they were informed 

of the researcher's general focus on pupil interaction. The intent of 

the researcher was to create as little disruption within the natural 

setting and to the lives of the research participants as possible. 

There are, by the very nature of interviewing children, some 

ethical issues raised. The inequality in the power relationship between 

the adult researcher and the child is one of the more prominent aspects 

of research using interviews as data collection instruments (Parker, 

1984; Spradley, 1979). Prior to all interviews, children were ensured 

that information was confidential and their names, school names, or 

other identifying information would be disguised in the research report. 

Permission was requested to tape interviews but respondents were advised 

of their right to have the tape recorder turned off at any time during 

the interview. Although none requested this be done, it was noted that 

adults were more intimidated by the use of the tape recorder than were 

the children in this study. In fact, several children requested an 

opportunity to listen to parts of the tape following the interview. 
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Respondents were also advised they need not answer any question they 

found to be too personal or sensitive. 

The researcher was consciously alert to possible detrimental 

effects the research might be having on the visually impaired student, 

particularly as interviews with classmates were completed. Prior to 

conducting the research it had been decided to discontinue research at 

any given site should a particularly fragile social environment, that 

is, one in which the visually impaired student was being negatively 

affected by the research, be identified. Classroom teachers, itinerant 

teachers, and parents of the visually impaired were asked to watch for 

signs of possible discord related to the research and to report these to 

the researcher. Fortunately, no such situations developed. However, 

contingency plans were devised to deal with such an issue should it have 

arisen. 

In social science research there is, by its very nature, an 

inevitable and constant dilemma between the effects research has upon 

the lives of participants and the researcher's attempt to better 

understand that very world upon which he/she is focused. Hammersley and 

Atkinson (1983) contend that researchers, rather than struggling to 

avoid "research effects," need to recognize them as problematic and 

attempt to understand them. In this study, participants were asked 

about their reaction to being observed and interviewed, as well as their 

perceptions of the reactions of others. An attempt was made to 

understand situations which were particularly traumatic for participants 

as well as those which were least threatening. As Burgess (1985a) 

asserts: 
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As field researchers we need to make public the ethical and 
political problems that we encounter in our research if wa are to 
understand how compromise is to be achieved and how knowledge can 
be advanced alongside the protection of our informants, (p. 158) 

Data Collection 

Given the dual frameworks (i.e. symbolic interactionism and the 

concept of organizational culture) guiding this study, qualitative 

research methods were utilized for the collection and analysis of data. 

One major source of data was interviews with visually impaired pupils 

and their teachers, classmates, principals and parents. Itinerant 

teachers for the visually impaired were key informants in this research 

because of their established relationship with all participants. The 

second major source of data was participant observation of interaction 

among visually impaired children, their peers and teachers in the 

classrooms and on the playgrounds of the five chosen sites. As well, an 

examination of various school documents (e.g. report cards, policy 

statements, etc.) and artifacts (e.g. classroom displays, curriculum 

adaptations) provided additional data. 

In this study observation and interviews were used to both 

complement and corroborate the types of data generated by each. 

Participant observation provided the opportunity to observe first hand 

the interactions of members of the class, to note patterns or themes 

which seemed to be emerging and to check their validity through further 

observation. Informal interviews were possible during participant 

observation. Both children and teachers seemed willing to provide their 

perspectives and explanations on a variety of issues. Formal 

interviews, conducted toward the end of a three or four week period at 
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the site provided perspectives on specific questions as well as an 

opportunity to clarify or expand the researcher's perceptions and/or 

understandings of the interviewee's perspectives on specific issues and 

other aspects of the social context. The third source of data, 

documents, added to the researcher's perception of the contextual 

circumstances surrounding participants. 

In this way, the combination of participant observation and 

interviewing, plus the examination of relevant documents, provided an 

added dimension to the simultaneous process of data collection and 

analysis. Hatch (1985) promotes such a union of methods: 

It should be pointed out that there is a close relationship among 
participant observation, analysis, and interviewing procedures. 
The same questions that emerge from analysis of field data and 
guide further observations are questions which should be put to 
participant informants in interview settings (Spradley, 1980). 
McDermott (1982) in his review of Frake (1980) discusses the 
importance of bringing "context sensitivity" to ethnographic 
questioning. Cicourel (1974) contends that interviewers cannot 
interpret respondents talk beyond the most superficial level 
unless the questioners have access to the meanings and nuances 
which are particular to the interviewee's background and 
experiences, the "ethnographic context" of the interview. 
Interviewing is also connected to the participant observation in 
that information gathered from both sources is used for cross 
checking on the existence and/or extent of social patterns or 
relationships discovered in the social scene, a process Denzin 
(1978) calls "methodological triangulation." (p.16) 

Numerous measures of a concept or multiple observations of a phenomenon 

would appear to result in fuller, more accurate views of these aspects 

of social reality than would the use of a single source of data. 

Interviews 

There were several reasons for the choice of interviews as a major 

source of data. First, "the fundamental principle of qualitative 

interviewing is to provide a framework within which respondents can 

i 
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express their own understandings in their own terms" (Patton, 1980, p, 

205). In this study there were six distinct groups being interviewed: 

visually impaired students, their classmates, parents, teachers, 

itinerant teachers and principals. Perceptions from members of each of 

these groups were important in understanding the social interaction and 

acceptance of visually impaired students in an integrated setting. 

Second, and related to the first, since vision plays a principal 

role in the conceptualization of the physical world, some researchers 

believe that a conceptualization based on tactile, auditory, or 

deficient visual information increases the probability of an inadequate 

understanding of people, phenomena, objects, and self in relation to 

these (Tuttle, 1984; Warren, 1984). Thus, the interview becomes a 

critical source of information about how the visually impaired perceive 

their environment and act upon these perceptions. The interview 

provided an opportunity to clarify taken-for-granted assumptions related 

to the actions, both verbal and nonverbal, of the visually impaired. 

The third reason for using interviews as the predominant source of 

research data was related to the difficulties inherent in active 

participant observation with children at the elementary level. Ball 

(1985) outlines several issues of concern in this situation: 

In practice participant observation with pupils presents a range 
of difficulties for the adult researcher both as regards data 
collection and the analysis of data (and gender, social class, 
regional and personality factors serve to compound the 
generational problems). Entry into the lives of pupils is 
constrained by a whole range of practical and ethical problems 
(and neither of these areas has received due attention in the 
literature on participant observation). . . adult researchers are 
identified, whether they like it or not, with the adult 'team'. 
The adult-pupil relationship is a political one, set within a 
considerable inequality of power. In many respects the 
interactions between adults and pupils are marked by attempts at 

a i 
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coercion and resistance. Set against this is the fact that all 
the researchers quoted here found that a genuine interest in 
pupils' lives, within certain limits, was received by most pupils 
with enthusiasm and cooperation. However, it is equally clear 
that a number of pupils were unw''ling or unable to act as 'good' 
respondents. The researcher in s area is reliant for the most 
part on outgoing and articulate i yils to provide 'good' data, 
(p. 50) 

Although interviews were complemented by observation, it is 

important to recognize the problems associated with understanding the 

perspectives of children as reported by them. "The relationship between 

the words spoken and the experience described or analyzed is an 

extraordinarily complex one" (Davies, 1982, p. 189). This may be 

particularly evident in the reports of visually impaired pupils and in 

the interpretation by a sighted adult who has never experienced the 

world from the same perspective as these children have. Furthermore, 

children face a formidable obstacle when they attempt to relate what 

they do, because what they actually do is much more complex than what 

they are able to communicate (Gottman & Parker, 1986). 

Another difficulty associated with interviewing is the degree to 

which a rapport between the interviewer and thd interviewee can be 

established. 

In this relationship lie not only the promise but the 
problems of the interview. That a relationship of some sort will 
exist between the interviewer and respondent is given; its 
configuration and its effect on the gathering of data, however, 
will vary with the skill of the interviewer and the developmental 
stage of the child. The central challenge before the researcher 
who uses the interview is the management of the relationship so 
that it facilitates but does not contaminate the collection of 
subjective data. Therefore, the interview is an especially sharp, 
double-edged sword in social science research; the same features 
that bless it with its sensitivity and special access to 
subjective data curse it with the threat of excessive measurement 
error. (Parker, 1984, p. 19) 
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Concerns about the establishment of good interviewer-intervie*.:ee 

relationships are, of course, not exclusive to interviews with children. 

In this study, creating a rapport conducive to developing an 

understanding of participants' perceptions, particularly with those 

participants who had not had the opportunity to become familiar with the 

researcher (i.e. parents and specialist teachers), proved to be a 

challenging aspect of the research. 

Six different interview guides were developed for this research, 

one designed for each group of participants—parents, principals, 

teachers, itinerant teachers of the visually impaired, visually impaired 

students and their classmates. They were standardized, open-ended 

interviews with slight variations. Although the exact wording of the 

majority of questions were determined in advance and interview 

guidelines written (see Appendix B), additional questions were added 

based on observations made during participant observation. Because the 

study focused upon the interaction of integrated visually impaired 

students, parents and principals who had less dir.ect contact with the 

visually impaired student in the school setting tended to be asked fewer 

questions specifically related to observations than did those with more 

direct contact with the student, such as classroom teachers and 

classmates. During the course of the interview itself, probes or 

questions inspired by the exchange were incorporated. As outlined by 

Patton (1980), the strengths of this type of interview are that: 

Respondents answer the same questions, thus increasing 
comparability of responses; data are complete for each person on 
the topics addressed in the interview [and it] facilitates 
organization and analysis of data. (p. 206) 
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However, Patton (1980) also alerts the researcher to the potential 

drawbacks associated with using a research guide. He contends there is: 

little flexibility in relating the interview to particular 
individuals and circumstances; [and] standardized wording of 
questions may constrain and limit naturalness and relevance of 
questions and answers, (p. 206) 

To some degree the weaknesses outlined by Patton were addressed by 

allowing flexibility to pursue discussions arising from information 

shared by the interviewee and by memorizing the standard questions so as 

to avoid the actual reading of the questions during the interview. 

Interviews with the visually impaired students and their 

classmates focused on friendships, the interaction of students, choice 

of playmates, popularity of children, and their perceptions of those who 

were visually impaired. In the interviews with the classmates of the 

visually impaired student, the researcher did not introduce the topic of 

the visually impaired student. During the interview there were several 

potential opportunities for the classmate to mention the visually 

impaired student's disability. It was decided prior to conducting the 

research, that the visually impaired child would be discussed only if a 

peer spontaneously commented on the student's visual impairment. All 

classmates interviewed spontaneously reported the visually impaired 

child to have a visual problem. 

During the pupil interviews a class list and individual name cards 

for each student were used to respond to some questions. Early in the 

interview, each interviewee was asked to go through the class list and 

tell the interviewer something about each student. Later in the 

interview the name cards were used by the students to sort their 

classmates into groups such as "best friends," "okay friends," popular 

X 
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and unpopular. This procedure proved to be valuable in two ways. 

First, the interviewee did not have to be continually reflecting upon 

which children were in her/his classroom and, secondly, much spontaneous 

discussion occurred as the student sorted and commented upon individual 

students. Such spontaneous discussion frequently led to the exploration 

of a perception or opinion held by the student. 

Because researchers have noted the actions of children vary from 

situation to situation (Davies, 1982; Pollard, 1985; Woods, 1979), 

parents were interviewed in an attempt to understand the social 

interaction of visually impaired children beyond school hours or in what 

Ball (1985) calls a cultural study as compared to an institutional one. 

He emphasizes the importance of understanding the student's social life 

beyond "school itself." Parent interviews addressed such issues as 

parenting a visually impaired child, the child's social interaction 

outside school hours, and the parent's perceptions of their child's 

acceptance, both by other children and society, in general. Although 

three of the five parents interviewed seemed open and willing to discuss 

what were sometimes very personal issues associated with their role as a 

parent of a visually impaired child (e.g. the circumstances under which 

they learned their child was handicapped, the perceived effect of having 

a visually impaired child upon their marriage), two were obviously less 

at ease with the interview situation and less open with regard to the 

extent of information they appeared willing to share. After the tape 

recorder had been turned off and the interview officially ended, these 

twn parents were significantly more spontaneous in their discussions 

with the interviewer. 



87 

The interviews with teachers addressed such issues as their 

perceptions of the visually impaired student's acceptance by and 

interaction with classmates, the role of the teacher in relation to 

social interaction, and their experiences and concerns related to the 

integration of the visually impaired student in their classroom. 

Classroom teachers, having considerable opportunity to interact with the 

researcher, seemed more at ease during interviews than did the 

specialist teachers, some of whom were observed with the students only 

twice each week. However, principals, perhaps because of their position 

of authority in the school, appeared at ease during interviews, despite 

their limited contact with the researcher. As well, their interviews 

focused less directly on the visually impaired student since they, in 

most cases, had limited daily contact with this student. 

The itinerant teachers for the visually impaired were key 

informants in this study. 

Key informants -^e individuals who possess special knowledge, 
status, or communicative skills and who are willing to share that 
knowledge and skill with the researcher . . . chosen because th ;y 
have access—in time, space, or perspective—to observations 
denied the ethnographer. (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984, p. 119) 

Each of the four itinerant teachers for the visually impaired had known 

the visually impaired child and her/his parents for many years. 

Frequently, an itinerant teacher would have worked with the parents and 

preschool visually impaired child in the home prior to the visually 

impaired child enrolling in school. In the role of itinerant teacher, 

services involve a close working relationship with the child's classroom 

teacher as well as one to ten hours of direct, weekly instruction with 

the visually impaired pupil. Therefore, interviews with the itinerant 
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teachers involved clarification and corroboration of the researcher's 

perspectives as well as such topics as challenges experienced in the 

social, temporal, and instructional integration of the visually 

impaired, the role and perspectives of the itinerant teacher, and the 

existing barriers to social acceptance of visually impaired pupils. 

A total of 66 formal interviews were conducted during the 

research: five with visually impaired students, five with theii 

parents, thirty-one with their classmates, three with principals, five 

with grade level teachers, four with physical education teachers, four 

with music teachers, three with French teachers, one with a resource 

teacher, one with a social studies teacher, and four with itinerant 

teachers for the visually impaired. 

Participant Observation 

A second source of data was collected from observation in 

classrooms and during unstructured playtime such as recess and noon 

hour. During the three to four weeks spent observing at each site, the 

children were followed throughout their school day. Morning recess 

varied from 15 to 20 minutes, noon recess from 20 to 90 minutes. 

Playground observations were conducted throughout the entire period at 

each site. At each site the students had physical education and music 

twice each week; hence eight of these classes were observed at each 

site. The number of French classes varied. At Site II, the children 

did not take French, at Sites III and V they had French each day for 30 

minutes. At Sites I and IV, they had French daily for 20 minutes. 

During the last week at each site, observation and interviews were 

interspersed. 
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On site observation in the social setting under investigation was 

essential to this study as the researcher analyzed the process of social 

interaction among its participants. Participant observation enables: 

the research worker to secure his [sic] data within the mediums, 
symbols, and experiential worlds which have meaning to his 
respondents. Its intent is to prevent imposing alien meanings 
upon the actions of the subjects. (Vidich, 1969, p. 79) 

While numerous definitions of participant observation exist within the 

research literature, they tend to be categorized along a continuum in 

relation to the degree of researcher participation in the lives of the 

observed (Burgess, 1985b). Participant observation in this study tended 

toward the end of the continuum reflecting observation as opposed to 

active participation. The definition outlined by Becker, Geer and 

Hughes (1968) embodies the approach to observation used by the 

researcher: 

The participant observer follows those he [sic] studies through 
their daily round of life, seeing what they do, when, with whom, 
under what circumstances, and querying them about the meaning of 
their actions, (p. 13) 

Attempts were made to overcome or minimize a variety of 

difficulties associated with participant observation. Firstly, the 

degree of acceptance accorded the researcher can be problematic. Davies 

(1978) in her study of the deviant behaviour of school girls suggests 

the adult researcher cannot be part of a teenage group but found she was 

accepted and trusted as an interested researcher who did not judge or 

interfere with their behaviour. Working with 13 year old students, 

Measor and Woods (1984) experienced resistance from their subjects when 

they attempted to 'pass' as participants but relationships of trust were 

established when non-traditional adult roles were assumed (i.e. the 
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interested researcher) and dress, manner of speaking, and approach were 

acceptable to the children. 

Children seem to have a sense of whether a researcher looks like a 
good bet as a friend and will spot those who attempt to be 
something other than what they are. (Fine & Glassner, 1979, p. 
167) 

During the first day at each site, the researcher spoke with the 

class about the role of the researcher and the focus of the study on the 

interactions of school children, what they did in school, and their 

perceptions in relation to school. All were advised the researcher did 

not have adult authority but was merely there to "see what goes on in 

elementary schools." The researcher attempted to maintain a sense of 

neutrality between students and teachers by helping with both groups. 

"The mere presence of the observer means that movements are made 

and orientations are developed toward him [sic] which would not 

otherwise have occurred" (Schwartz & Schwartz, 1969, p. 94). To lessen 

the inevitable effect of the observer, care was taken to intrude as 

little as possible on the routine activities of participants, especially 

on the playground. In some situations this proved stressful, for 

example, when an older child was physically hurting a smaller student. 

However, students, even those not intimately involved with the research, 

seemed to accept the role of the observer within a few days. 

Unfortunately, teachers tended to be less versatile and took longer to 

appear at ease with another adult in the classroom. 

Observation time at each of the five sites varied. At the first 

two sites the researcher spent 21 days or just over four school weeks. 

Being a novice, additional time was needed to become comfortable with 

the various circumstances associated with field work, for example, 

I * 



91 

observer effect, building rapport with participants, and specific 

participant observation skills. Three and a half weeks were spent at 

the next site, three and a half weeks at the third site, and six weeks 

at the combined site where two visually impaired students were enrolled. 

Since different environments may enhance or detract from the quality 

and/or quantity of peer interactions (Fine & Glassner, 1979), 

observation of the full school day was completed—interaction in the 

classroom, at lunch time, at recess, and in various classes such as 

physical education and music. Each situation provided opportunities for 

a variety of interactions (Bogdan £. Biklen, 1982). As well, at two of 

the sites, classrooms overlooking the playground provided opportunities 

to observe the children as an unknown observer. During four occasions 

this approach did not reveal behaviours seemingly different from those 

observed when actually present on the playground. However, one problem 

was routinely experienced during observations on the playground. As 

children moved from place to place it was difficult to hear much of 

their conversation. At times, it was impossible to stay within hearing 

distance of the visually impaired child's conversations without being 

obvious about the focus of the researcher's interest on this particular 

student. As well, three of the five visually impaired students tended 

to seek out adult interaction on the playground; thus, care had to be 

taken to avoid such interaction on a regular basis. 

Field notes were used to record specific conversations or 

incidents as well as the circumstances surrounding interaction among the 

visually impaired pupil, peers, and classmates. During outside 

activities conversations among participants were often difficult to 
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hear. Therefore, clarifying questions were devised to incorporate 

during interviews or v»hen the children were more ace U; :.£''•*, for 

example, later that day in the classroom. Thus, ~> n','!it*on to 

clarifying the perceptions of the research participants, the formal and 

informal interview process provided a source of data concerning 

feelings, intentions, and interactions or events which took place during 

observations (Patton, 1980). 

Documents 

Three categories of documents were used in this research. 

Firstly, documents describing the visually impaired student (e.g. eye 

reports, report cards, individualized educational plans) were examined. 

Secondly, documents providing information about the school, its 

administrative policies, guidelines for integration of handicapped 

students, curriculum, and communication with parents were analyzed. 

Finally, the Education Acts and other documents relevant to issues 

addressed in this study (i.e. provincial programs of study, curriculum 

guidelines, relevant newspaper articles, etc.) were examined. 

As suggested by Dorothy Smith (1975), knowledge of an institution 

and its participants may be expanded by analyzing the documents 

produced. An institution's documents reflect what is relevant to it and 

give some insight into its way of knowing others. Researchers must not 

treat information from such documents at face value but attend to its 

meaning as a social product (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983): 

To treat them as a resource and not a topic is to trade on the 
interpretive and interactional work that went into their 
production, to treat as a reflection or document of the world 
phenomena that are actually produced by it. (p. 137) 
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In this study an analysis of the visually impaired pupil's 

individualized educational plans and school report cards revealed the 

attention which had formally been given to social integration. 

Similarly, a school's written policy on integration of the handicapped 

reflects the formal intentions of this educational process and was 

compared with the perceived level of implementation within the school. 

Data Analysis 

The collection and analysis of data through interviews, 

participant observation, and documents requires researchers to 

acknowledge the reflexive nature of social research; to realize that 

they are inextricably associated with the social environment they 

attempt to study. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) state: 

This is not a matter of methodological commitment, it is an 
existential fact. There is no way in which we can escape the 
social world in order to study it; nor, fortunately, is that 
necessary. We cannot avoid relying on 'common-sense' knowledge 
nor, often, can we avoid having an effect on the social phenomena 
we study. There is, though, as little justification for rejecting 
all common-sense knowledge out of hand as there is for treating it 
as all 'valid in its own terms': we have no external, absolutely 
conclusive standard by which to judge it. Rather, we must work 
with what knowledge we have, while recognizing that it may be 
erroneous and subjecting it to systematic inquiry where doubt 
seems justified. Similarly, instead of treating reactivity merely 
as a source of bias, we can exploit it. How people respond to the 
presence of the researcher may be as informative as how they react 
to other situations, (p. 15) 

In qualitative research, data analysis is not a distinct stage of 

the research project but an ongoing process throughout the study (Goetz 

& LeCompte, 1984). The conceptual framework identified, the methods 

used to collect data, and even the selection of sites and interviewees 

are integral phases of the process of analysis. Alterations are made to 

"I 
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accommodate new information or insights. Given this dynamic nature of 

analysis in qualitative research, the intensity of analytic activities 

increases as the data are collected and organized and the formal 

documentation of interpretations begins (Lofland, 1971). 

In this study analysis was an ongoing process. The emergent 

design and flexibility intrinsic to qualitative research allowed the 

researcher to focus on patterns and themes as they were identified, to 

probe further into some issues and to redirect t. a focus of concern as 

initial data analysis indicated. 

Data from the first two sites were collected during the months of 

May and June, 1989. There was little opportunity in the two day 

interval between completing interviews at the first site and beginning 

the initial participant observation at the second site to focus on any 

but preliminary analysis. The closure of schools for July and August 

provided an opportunity for the researcher to "cycle back and forth 

between thinking about the existing data and generating strategies for 

collecting new—often better quality—data" (Miles and Huberman, 1984, 

p. 49). As interviews were transcribed and participant observation 

notes reviewed, categories and themes relative to the original research 

questions began to emerge. Codes were created for emerging themes, 

insights and information related to specific research questions, key 

concepts, and patterns common both within and across sites (see Appendix 

C). 

When September arrived and work at the third site began, codes 

were expanded and developed as fieldwork continued. To prepare the 

coded information for further analysis at a later date, multiple copies 
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of each page of coded material were made and filed according to the 

relevant headings. This created files of data specific to a given 

category or theme for use in future analysis. Although an attempt was 

made to complete this procedure using a computer and programmed analytic 

indexes, this proved to be too time consuming and, more importantly, 

removed the coded excerpt from its context in the original document or 

interview. 

A second analytic strategy used during the coding process was 

memoing. Memos are speculation or theorizing by the researcher about 

specific coded segments and their relationships with other codes or 

emerging themes (Miles & Huberman, 1984). They provide an opportunity 

to record initial responses to a theme or domain and conceptualize their 

relationship to the research questions at hand. 

Fieldwork proceeded in this manner throughout the five sites until 

early December, 1989. Following the transcription of the thirty-six 

interviews conducted over the previous three months and coding of both 

these and the participant observation notes, intense analysis of data 

began. 

Within-site analysis required an organization of responses to 

specific interview questions, such as those related to the perception 

peers had of their visually impaired classmate. Responses to common 

questions were recorded on a spreadsheet under the question number to 

provide the researcher with easy access to the responses of all 

participants at a given site to a specific question. As well, the 

frequency of some occurrences, such as the number of times a visually 

impaired child was chosen as a "best friend," were tabulated. In 



conjunction with data from participant observation reports, phenomena 

were identified which represented sub-categories of broader categories. 

Thus, typologies such as "types of friendships of visually impaired 

students" within pupil culture at the elementary school level were 

developed. As these typologies were developed they were constantly 

compared and linked to the data collected through participant 

observation, interviews, and to a limited extent, documents gathered 

from various sites (e.g. newsletters, individualized education 

programs). 

By comparing and contrasting concepts from one site to another, 

links between these concepts were specified and refined. Patterns and 

interrelationships emerged; therefore, discovering the types of 

relationships, if any, among patterns became a basic analytic tactic 

used at this stage of the research. Two basic methods of analysis were 

employed in the final stage of analysis. First was: 

"enumerative induction" in which you collect a number and variety 
of instances all going in the same direction. The second is 
called "eliminative induction" in which you test your hypothesis 
against alternatives and look carefully for qualifications that 
bound the generality of the case being made. (Miles & Huberman, 
1984, p. 228) 

This process of analytic induction was used to verify relationships and 

patterns. The cultural inferences initially constructed by the 

researcher during the process of data collection and initial 

interpretation and analysis were repeatedly tested to ascertain whether 

they represented the perspectives and ways of making meaning of the 

participants, that is, whether the cultural assumptions had been 

accurately translated. They were tested through the process of 

triangulation. 
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Just as a surveyor locates points on a map by triangulating on 
several sights, so an ethnographer pinpoints the accuracy of 
conclusions drawn by triangulating with several sources of data. 
Triangulation prevents the investigator from accepting too readily 
the validity of initial impressions; it enhances the scope, 
density, and clarity of constructs developed during the course of 
the investigation (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). It also assists in 
correcting biases that occur when the ethnographer is the only 
observer of the phenomenon under investigation. (Goetz & Compte, 
1984, p. 11) 

In addition to triangulation, during both formal (i.e. interviews) and 

informal discussions with participants, identified themes and patterns 

were introduced and explored. Thus, as themes emerged they could be 

checked with participants at the present and future sites. 

Conclusions 

The study of social interaction is a complex task. The methods 

used and described in this chapter were, as Parker (1984) contends, 

"double-_-dged swords." Those aspects which appeared to contribute to 

their greatest potential to gather valuable data were simultaneously the 

very entity which made them most vulnerable. However, given the aim of 

this study, to explore the process of acceptance and interaction between 

integrated visually impaired students and their classmates, the 

methodological approach was, to some extent, dictated. Given the 

context of the research interest and intent, the adopted methodology 

seemed appropriate. 



CHAPTER 4 

The Study Sites 

Introduction 

In this chapter a description of each of the five sites is given. 

Information concerning the class, the playground, the school day, the 

learning environment, and the visually impaired student enrolled in the 

class, is presented. All participants (i.e. the visually impaired 

students, classmates, educators and parents) have been assigned 

pseudonyms. The sites have been designated in numerical order one 

through five. 

The_ Sites and The Visually Impaired Students 

Schools, in several respects, are very similar (Hamilton, 1983). 

Children of specific ages are assigned to teachers who have specific 

expectations concerning tasks to be completed. External constraints 

over which teachers have little control, such as school schedules, 

curriculum outlines, and evaluation procedures, affect how teachers 

realize their personal and professional goals (Jackson, 1968; Lortie, 

1975; Woods, 1980b). Yet, there is much research to support the 

existence of substantial differences among schools, even in areas where 

children and teachers belong to similar socio-economic and ethnic groups 

(Hamilton, 1983). The "effective schools movement" of the 1980s was, in 

many ways, an attempt to determine and understand the complexities 

inherent in the development of a desirable school environment (Druian, 

1987). 

98 
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The five sites observed for this study proved to have many things 

in common as well as both subtle and obvious differences. These 

elementary schools, located in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, were 

situated in rural and in urban areas. Different grade levels, 

administrative arrangements, teaching strategies, and approaches to 

learning and discipline were observed. In examining the context 

associated with the perspectives of those within a given situation, many 

events were recorded and observed—at one site the principal resigned, 

at another there were troubled relations with the local school board, in 

one class a friend of the visually impaired pupil moved away. Such 

diversity from site to site emphasizes th^ importance of situational 

context on the lives of participants and the dynamic nature of this 

context (Popkewitz, 1984). 

Common to each of the five sites was the enrollment of a visually 

impaired pupil in a regular classroom with nonhandicapped peers. An 

it nerant teacher for the visually impaired provided instructional 

assistance to the visually impaired pupil and programming consultation 

to the classroom teachers several times each week. In all sites, 

classroom teachers were responsible for the visually impaired student 

for more than eighty per cent of the school day, excluding the noon hour 

recess. 

Site I 

Observation began at the first site in late April and continued 

until the last week in May. Site I, a school located in a small town, 

enrolled students from the town as well as those bused in from about a 

10 mile radius. The school population of approximately 280 pupils was 
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served by full and part time teachers including one or two classroom 

teachers at each grade level, depending upon the number of students at 

the particular grade level; a teaching vice-principal; a part-time 

physical education teacher; a part-time music teacher; a French teacher; 

and a resource teacher who worked with individual cr small groups of 

children who were experiencing learning difficulties in the regular 

class. The principal for this school was also assigned to the nearby 

high school. 

The school was several decades old but had modern facilities (e.g. 

large gymnasium, library, music room) and appeared clean and well 

maintained. It was on two levels with several classrooms, offices, and 

the gymnasium being on the lower level. The classrooms were spacious 

with large windows comprising the major part of the outside wall. More 

than half of two of the other walls wer' taken up with chalkboards, 

while the fourth wall had built in cupboards and book cases. 

The Site I Class. The class at this site was a small group of 16 

pupils, ten boys and six girls in grade four. They sat at individual 

desks in rows facing the front of the room with their backs to the 

teacher's desk which was located behind them. Two tables, located along 

one side of the classroom were frequently used by pupils during group 

activities. Also along this side was a table with a closed-circuit 

television system used regularly by the visually impaired pupil enrolled 

in this class. The wall space which was not comprised of windows and 

chalkboards had samples of the student's work, projects, posters made 

for the recent language arts theme on birds and throughout much of the 
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classroom, pictures of horses. Mr. Coates, the classroom teacher was an 

avid horseman. 

The children, having been together for the major part of an 

academic year, had developed distinct play groups or cliques. Those who 

were not a regular member of a group had varying degrees of interaction 

with individuals from the groups. These encounters tended to be brief, 

usually involving structured activities in the classroom or associated 

with conversations arising from chance meetings on the playground. This 

type of interaction was distinct from that in which a pupil purposefully 

sought out another child or group of children with the preconceived 

purpose of playing or interacting with them. Figure 1 outlines the 

major friendship and play groups observed. 
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Figure 1: Friendship and Play Groups1 

xThe play group patterns in this study were determined through 
observation. Midpoint through each morning recess and twice during the 
noontime recess each child was located on the playground and the 
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The Playground. Located on a rather small parcel of land the 

school had a somewhat congested playground area. Children from primary 

to grade two were assigned to an area in front of and along one side of 

the school. Those in grades three to five occupied the area along the 

back of the school. Playground equipment (e.g. monkey bars, swings, and 

teeter-totters) was located in both areas. As well, on assigned days 

specific grades were permitted to play with balls, bats, soccer and 

basketballs. Boys were the main participants in these activities. Boys 

batting large softballs from one side of the playground toward and often 

into the area where children were gathered about the monkey bars was a 

common sight. There were no designated areas for swinging the bats and 

children were responsible for avoiding the batter in the area he chose 

to use the bat. A low lying area behind the school was used as a ball 

field when it was dry enough. During these rare times, the playground 

was less congested. 

In addition to the activities associated with the playground 

equipment and balls, children in this class regularly participated in 

games of chase, tag, walking around in pairs or small groups, playing 

cards on the doorstep, talking in pairs or small groups, and play 

fighting. Some children ran from activity to activity or group to group 

stopping only briefly from time to time when a particular activity 

children with whom he/she was playing were recorded. The activities in 
which they were participating were also recorded. During the interviews 
with the students, they were asked to identify their "best friends," 
those with whom they usually played and the activities in which they 
were generally involved. These were compared with observation notes to 
determine the consistency between observations and the students' 
perceptions. Only one discrepancy was noted throughout the five sites. 
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attracted them. There was usually one group, varying in size, of girls 

skipping on a concrete covered area near one of the school exits. 

Fights involving physical contact primarily involved the boys but 

occasionally two sisters who appeared to be children rejected by the 

majority of the other children, would be seen exchanging punches and 

kicks with a group of boys who regularly participated in physically 

aggressive encounters with them. 

Children in this class played primarily with their classmates, not 

students from the other grade 4 class or from other grade levels. For 

the most part, boys played with boys and girls with girls. However, 

there were several boy-girl relationships evident on the playground and 

in this class. These pairs frequently played together and would gather 

on the monkey bars or swings and talk as they climbed or swung. Often 

they shared a swing or teeter-totter. From time to time the girls would 

gather to discuss "the boy situation" and at these times other girls, 

that is those without apparent boyfriends, would be included. 

The School Day. Interaction among children varied at different 

times and in different situations (e.g. in the class with the teacher 

present, in the class with the teacher absent, on the playground, in the 

gym). At 8:30 a.m. the children were permitted to enter the school and 

go to their classrooms. Bus students generally did not arrive until 

after 8:30 , and therefore, several children were usually in the class 

by the time they entered the school. In the class under study, the 

girls, the boy-girl pairs, and the visually impaired pupil, generally 

entered the school as soon as permitted. Several of the boys chose to 

remain on the playground until the 8:50 bell sounded. All teachers and 
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pupils were to be in their classrooms at this time for the announcements 

and singing of 0 Canada. 

At 9:00 a.m. the "work" officially began. During the v:eek there 

were compulsory, scheduled, 30 minute periods in some subject areas: 

two of physical education, five of French, two of music, two of social 

studies, and one of library. The remaining subjects, that is, language 

arts, mathematics, science, art. and health, and activities such as 

U.S.S.R. (uninterrupted sustained silent reading) and D.P.A. (daily 

physical activity) were scheduled but frequently rearranged by the 

teacher depending upon time available or the occurrence of events which 

were not in the general routine, such as school visitors or the showing 

of films. Official work and play routines were divided by a 15 minute 

recess at 10:30 a.m. and a lunch and noon hour break from 11:50 to 12:40 

p.m. Prior to recess and noon hour and once half way through the 

afternoon session, the children lined up to go out to the bathroom and 

the water fountain. Classes for the grades four and five pupils were 

dismissed at 2:50 p.m. Bus students were dismissed first, followed by 

"walkers" who were permitted to leave once the school buses had pulled 

away from the school grounds. A small number of students were required 

to remain until 3:30 when a second bus run was made. 

The Learning Environment. The learning environment in this class 

was predominately a competitive one. All children followed the same 

program at the designated grade level in all curricular areas (i.e. 

language arts, mathematics, social studies, etc.). Remediation or 

necessary individualized instruction was not provided during the routine 

presentation of lessons; however, when children experienced difficulty 


