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Structured abstract: Introduction: This study compares the experiences of high
school students with visual impairments (that is, those who are blind or have low
vision) in and out of school. Methods: Twelve visually impaired high school
students completed the same in-the-moment survey seven times daily for seven
consecutive days. The frequencies of their activities, interactions, and ratings of
internal variables (fitting in, acceptance, loneliness, and enjoyment) were com-
pared across three contexts: home, school, and other (neither home nor school)
contexts. Results: Participants spent much of their time out of school alone at
home. They rated leisure and structured recreation in “other” locations as their
most enjoyable activities. Doing nothing at school was the least positively rated
activity. Participants fitted in significantly less and felt significantly less accepted
at school than elsewhere. A large proportion of school interactions involved
receiving help; few involved giving help. Participants with additional disabilities
reported more school social challenges than their peers who were only visually
impaired. Discussion and implications for practitioners: This study highlights
the subjective dimensions of choice in everyday life. The social impact of doing
nothing at school provides an imperative for staff members to ensure that
adolescents with visual impairments can participate in lessons. Staff may also
need to facilitate opportunities for these students to reciprocate with peers.
Adolescents with visual impairments highly value activities with friends out of
home and, as with most adolescents, may need to lean on their families for
assistance in this area until they can participate in such activities independently.

During adolescence, young people dif-
ferentiate themselves from family and
prioritize relationships with peers, primarily
those they meet at school (Sylwester, 2007).
Research shows that adolescents with visual
impairments (that is, those who are blind or
have low vision) can find mainstream
school settings socially challenging (Rosen-
blum, 2000; West, Houghton, Taylor, &
Kia Ling, 2004). Qualitative evidence

shows that because students with visual im-
pairments need additional supports to ac-
cess the curriculum, they feel different from
their peers and struggle to fit in and be
treated in the same manner as other students
(Plaskett, 2015; Worth, 2013). Although
some visually impaired adolescents estab-
lish friendships (Rosenblum, 1998), others
are lonely and isolated (Plaskett, 2015;
Worth, 2013).

©2018 AFB, All Rights Reserved Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, May-June 2018 261



There is evidence that adolescents with
disabilities have fewer opportunities to
make choices in daily life than do their
typically developing peers (National Peo-
ple with Disabilities and Carer Council,
2009). Adolescents with visual impair-
ments have smaller social networks and
participate less frequently in highly social
activities (such as going out with friends)
and more frequently in home-based activ-
ities than do typically developing peers.
When they are outside of the home, they
participate in more structured activities
and rely more on family for travel assis-
tance (Gold, Shaw, & Wolffe, 2010; Kef,
1997; Khadka, Ryan, Margrain, Wood-
house, & Davies, 2012; Kroksmark &
Nordell, 2001; Sacks & Wolffe, 1998).
Although evidence suggests that students
with visual impairments feel different and
may have trouble fitting in at school, no
studies have compared their psychosocial
experiences between school and nonschool
settings. Csikszentmihalyi and Larson
(1984) and van Roekel, Scholte, Engels,
Goossens, and Verhagen (2015), who stud-
ied these experiences in typically develop-
ing adolescents, related them to the degree
of choice and control adolescents had in the
varying contexts of life.

The study described here was part of a
larger study examining the social inclu-
sion of high school students with visual
impairments. Social inclusion encom-
passes both objective and subjective as-
pects of participation; that is, the extent to
which students endow participation in re-
lationships, friendships, or activities with
a sense of belonging, acceptance, or value
(Bossaert, Colpin, Pijl, & Petry, 2013).
Having first examined experiences at
school for these adolescents (Jessup,
Bundy, Broom, & Hancock, 2017), we

sought to compare their school experi-
ences with those out of school. We fo-
cused on what students felt as they sat in
class, socialized, or spent time alone or
with family. Given the social implications
of assistance at school, we also examined
the amounts of help given and received in
differing contexts.

Methods
This study was approved by the Univer-
sity of Sydney Human Research Ethics
Committee. All participants and their par-
ents provided informed consent. To cap-
ture experiences, we used Experience
Sampling Methodology (ESM) (Hektner,
Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2007), a
methodology that yields data about both
objective and subjective aspects of expe-
rience by administering the same in-the-
moment survey (ESM survey) repeatedly
throughout a predetermined timeframe (a
week, in this case). We developed and
piloted an accessible survey application
or app for iDevices (that is, mobile de-
vices manufactured by Apple), the Partic-
ipation in Everyday Life (PIEL) survey
app (https://pielsurvey.org) as a data-
collection tool (Jessup, Bundy, Broom, &
Hancock, 2013).

PARTICIPANTS

We recruited 12 visually impaired stu-
dents (aged 13 to 17 [mean � 15] years,
and an even gender mix), from 12 main-
stream high schools in three Australian
states. These students were recruited
through sports, music, and education or-
ganizations, and had varying degrees of
vision loss. Their level of vision impair-
ment was based on the classification system
of Blind Sports Australia. Three stu-
dents had additional disabilities (Asperger
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syndrome, endocrine disorder, late effects
of cancer).

DATA COLLECTION TOOLS

Everyday Inclusion survey
(ESM survey)
The in-the-moment survey asked about
activities and social interactions (Jessup
et al., 2017). Core questions included:
What are you doing? With whom?
Where? Do you feel lonely? and Are you
enjoying yourself? If participants were
interacting with someone, they were also
asked: How were they interacting? To
what extent did they feel they fit in and
were accepted? How dependent on others
did they feel? Were they helping some-
one? and Was someone helping them?
“Help” was not defined by the research-
ers: the participants responded according
to their perception of an interaction. Re-
sponses to loneliness, enjoyment, fitting
in, and acceptance were scored on a
4-point scale. Responses to the degree of
dependence on others were rated on a
3-point scale (“not at all” or “comfort-
ably” or “too dependent”). The partici-
pants accessed the survey in the PIEL app
with either the VoiceOver screen reader,
text enlargement, or standard text. All the
questions were identically formatted, re-
quiring the participants to select one re-
sponse from a list.

Interviews
In one-to-one semi-structured interviews,
we asked participants about social inclu-
sion at school. We also clarified any gaps
in our understanding of the ESM responses
by asking, for example, “On Wednesday at
2 p.m. you were doing nothing in class. Can
you tell me more about doing nothing in
class?” Since there were no free-text (that

is, “please specify”) options in the survey,
we also asked participants to specify
“leisure” or “extracurricular” activities
and “other” responses.

PROCEDURE

The participants could choose whether
to use their own or a university-owned
iDevice. The first author met with each
participant to familiarize him or her with
the PIEL app and the survey questions. At
the end of that meeting, she activated the
app to begin collecting data the following
day. The app signaled participants once
(randomly) within each two-hour interval
during waking hours (Jessup et al., 2017)
for seven consecutive days. If the partic-
ipants did not respond to a survey within
five minutes of the alert sound, it became
unavailable until the following time inter-
val. The survey responses were time-
stamped and stored on the iDevices. At
the end of the survey week, participants
e-mailed their responses or returned the
university-owned iDevices. The first au-
thor interviewed participants as soon as
possible (one to two weeks) after receiv-
ing the data. She recorded and transcribed
each interview (Jessup, Bundy, Hancock,
& Broom, 2018).

ANALYSIS

We created a “context” variable compris-
ing three responses (school, home, or
other) to the survey question “Where are
you?” “Other” contexts, specified during
the interviews, included church, shopping
centers, and recreation venues. We cre-
ated Z-scores for each participant on each
internal variable so that each participant’s
overall mean on each variable was zero
and each occurrence departed from zero
in a positive or negative direction. Using
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the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, we de-
termined these ESM data to be non-
parametrically distributed. Therefore, to
compare Z-scores for each variable across
individuals and locations, we employed
Friedman’s ANOVA and Wilcoxon Signed
Ranks post hoc tests. We then used Kend-
all’s tau-b and biserial correlations to ex-
plore relationships among sociodemo-
graphic data and mean Z-scores for each
variable in each context.

To examine helping interactions, we
used the responses to the questions “Were
you helping someone?” and “Was some-
one helping you?” A helping interaction
was indicated by a “yes” to either ques-
tion, and reciprocity was indicated by a
“yes” to both questions.

Results
The mean return rate of completed sur-
veys was 69% (range 49% to 94%). The
total number of surveys completed was
401. Of these, 295 were completed out of
school (245 at home, 50 in other loca-
tions), and 106 at school. Variations
across contexts related to: the internal
dimensions associated with the various
activities and interactions, the ratio of
help received to help given, and relation-
ships between sociodemographic vari-
ables and internal variables.

INTERNAL DIMENSIONS OF ACTIVITIES

AND INTERACTIONS

The greatest proportion of participants’
waking hours was spent at home alone
(38.4% of surveys). Their most frequent
activities over the week were leisure at
home (16.2%), working at school (15.0%),
and watching TV or DVDs at home
(10.7%). “Doing nothing” at school was
the least positively rated activity of the

week. Extracurricular activities at school,
and leisure and established activities in
other locations (neither home nor school),
were the most positive.

Home
Participants spent the greatest proportion
of their week (61% of surveys) at home.
Much of this time was spent alone, yet
participants did not report feeling partic-
ularly lonely or that the experience was
unenjoyable (see Table 1). The most fre-
quent activities were leisure (much lei-
sure was specified as playing games or
“gaming” in the interviews), and watch-
ing TV or DVDs. All participants inter-
acted with family, and 10 also interacted
with friends. The majority of these friend-
ship interactions were online or by tele-
phone (talking or texting) and were
slightly more enjoyable than family inter-
actions (see Table 1).

Other locations
Participants spent the least amount of
time (13% of surveys) in “out and about”
contexts. Two participants (including one
with additional disabilities) had no self-
reports in “other” contexts. Travel and
established activities (denoted as extra-
curricular on the survey) were the most
frequent activities undertaken when par-
ticipants were not at school or at home.
These established activities, specified
during interviews, included horseback
riding and taking music lessons, partici-
pating in drama club and church youth
groups, and playing goalball. Staff mem-
bers in these contexts were associated
with these activities. When out and about,
participants felt least lonely and enjoyed
themselves most with friends (see Table
1), and these friendship interactions were
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more enjoyable than friendship interac-
tions at school. Participants felt slightly
lonelier when interacting with family
while out and about (Z � 0.2), than they
did when interacting with them at home
(Z � �0.3). Not interacting with anyone
in these other contexts was the least en-
joyable (Z � �1.0) context of the week.

School
Participants completed 26% of surveys at
school. The most frequent school activi-

ties (see Table 1) were: working, talking,
doing nothing, and extracurricular. Extra-
curricular activities included participating
in choir, 10-pin bowling, Student Leader-
ship Council, and taking an excursion.
The loneliest and least enjoyable activity
of the week was doing nothing at school.
In their interviews, the participants de-
scribed school social inclusion as the
experience of not being overlooked by
peers or staff members and having their
needs met (Jessup et al., 2018). They

Table 1
Most frequent activities and interactions across contexts—self-reports (N � 401), internal
dimensions and interaction mode.

Context Variable
Self-reports

(%)
Lonely

(Z-score)
Fit in

(Z-score)
Accepted
(Z-score)

Enjoying
(Z-score)

How were
you interacting?

School Activity Working 56.6 (15.0) 0.0 �0.1 �0.1 �0.2 —
Talk or text 11.3 (3.0) �0.5 0.4 0.2 0.7 —
Nothing 8.5 (2.2) 0.7 �0.7 �1.0 �0.7 —
Extracurricular 8.5 (2.2) �0.3 0.2 0.6 0.8 —

School Interaction Friends 28.3 (7.5) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.2 Person
No one 16.0 (4.2) 0.6 NA NA �0.4 NA
Staff 17.9 (4.7) 0.0 �0.6 �0.2 �0.4 Person
Other students 37.7 (9.9) 0.0 �0.5 �0.6 �0.1 Person

Home Activity Leisure or
gaming

26.5 (16.2) 0.0 0.5 0.5 0.2 —

TV or DVDs 17.6 (10.7) �0.1 0.3 0.2 0.2 —
Nothing 12.2 (7.5) 0.4 0.3 0.4 �0.5 —
Eating 11.2 (6.7) �0.1 0.2 0.4 0.1 —

Home Interaction No one 62.9 (38.4) 0.2 NA NA �0.1 NA
Friends 9.8 (6.0) �0.1 0.3 0.3 0.4 Online (46%),

phone (33%),
person (21%)

Family 26.5 (16.2) �0.3 0.2 0.3 0.1 Person (97%),
online (3%)

Other Activity Travel 40.0 (5.0) �0.1 0.1 0.0 �0.1 —
Extracurricular 22.0 (2.7) �0.7 0.0 0.1 1.1 —
Leisure or

gaming
12.0 (1.5) �0.5 0.6 0.4 1.2 —

Talk or text 6.0 (0.7) �0.3 0.0 �0.2 0.5 —
Other Interaction Friends 50.0 (6.2) �0.7 0.3 0.1 0.8 Person

Family 26.0 (3.2) 0.2 0.2 0.1 0.4 Person
No one 20.0 (2.4) 0.2 NA NA �1.0 NA
Staff 4.0 (0.5) �0.3 0.2 0.1 0.7 Person

Self-reports column: figures in parentheses represent percentage of self-reports across all contexts.
Higher Z-scores are in the direction of the construct being measured (that is, the more positive a
Z-score, the greater the degree of loneliness, fitting in, acceptance, or enjoyment).

©2018 AFB, All Rights Reserved Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness, May-June 2018 265



described doing nothing at school as a
waste of time. “Doing nothing” occurred
when they could not participate in class
because the content or teaching methods
were inaccessible.

The participants’ most frequent inter-
actions (see Table 1) were with peers
(other students or friends). Not interacting
with anyone at school was the loneliest
context of the week. Participants felt they
fit in least with school staff members and
felt accepted least by other students. In-
teractions with friends presented few
variations in internal dimensions. Partic-
ipants fit in less with friends at school
(Z � 0.0) than at home (Z � 0.3) or in
other locations (Z � 0.3). In their inter-
views, the participants said they catego-
rized a peer as a fellow student or friend
according to whether they spent time to-
gether outside of class.

Table 2 shows the mean Z-scores for
each internal variable across locations.
Friedman’s ANOVA showed a statisti-
cally significant difference in fitting in,
�2(2) � 9.41, p � 0.004, and acceptance,
�2(2) � 5.28, p � 0.05, across contexts.
We conducted a post hoc analysis using
Wilcoxon signed-rank tests (Bonferroni
corrected, significance level set at p �
0.0167). This analysis revealed a signifi-
cant difference in mean Z-scores between
fitting in at home and at school (Z �

�2.192, p � .014) and fitting in at school
and other locations (Z � �2.366, p �
.008). There was a significant difference
in mean Z-scores for acceptance at home
and at school (Z � �2.310, p � .010) and
for acceptance at school and in other lo-
cations (Z � �2.197, p � .016). Partic-
ipants reported fitting in and feeling ac-
cepted more out of school than at school.
There were no significant differences in
mean Z-scores for enjoyment or loneli-
ness in and out of school.

HELP RECEIVED AND GIVEN

Table 3 illustrates the variations in help-
ing interactions across contexts. The ratio
of help received to help given was much
greater in, than out of, school. Partici-
pants received nearly five times as much
help at school as they gave. Out of school,
both at home and in other locations, they
received about twice as much help as they
gave.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN

SOCIODEMOGRAPHIC AND

INTERNAL VARIABLES

Table 4 illustrates the relationships be-
tween sociodemographic and internal
variables across contexts. These vari-
ables are gender, grade, the presence
of an additional disability, and vision
classification.

Table 2
Mean Z-scores of internal variables across contexts.

Variable
School (S)
Mean (SD)

Home (H)
Mean (SD)

Other (O)
Mean (SD) ANOVA p

Post hoc
comparisons

Enjoying �0.11 (0.30) �0.04 (0.23) 0.36 (0.54) �2 � 2.40 .37
Fit in �0.38 (0.38) 0.22 (0.44) 0.22 (0.31) �2 � 9.41 .004 S � H & O
Accepted �0.37 (0.33) 0.29 (0.46) 0.11 (0.23) �2 � 5.28 .05 S � H & O
Lonely 0.03 (0.36) 0.05 (0.25) �0.27 (0.44) �2 � 4.52 .12

Fit in: H vs. S (Z � �2.192, p � .014); O vs. S (Z � �2.366, p � .008).
Accepted: H vs. S (Z � �2.310, p � .010); O vs. S (Z � �2.197, p � .016).
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Home
There was a strong negative relationship
between the presence of additional disabil-
ity and loneliness (see Table 4) at home.
Participants with additional disabilities felt
less lonely at home than did their peers
who were only identified as being visu-
ally impaired. There were moderate neg-
ative relationships between grade level

and in-the-moment enjoyment. Partici-
pants in higher grades enjoyed them-
selves less at home. There were moderate
positive relationships between fitting in
and enjoyment, and fitting in and accep-
tance. Participants who felt they fit in
enjoyed themselves more and felt ac-
cepted. There were no significant corre-
lations with other variables.

Table 3
Helping interactions.

Variable
Out of school
(home) n(%)

Out of school
(other) n(%) In school

All interactions 91 40 89
Receive unreciprocated help 15 (16) 12 (30) 32 (36)
Giver of unreciprocated help Family, friends Friends, family Staff, students, friends
Too dependent* 0 1 4
Giver of help—too dependent N/A Family Staff, friends
Give, reciprocate help 8 (9) 7 (18) 7 (8)
Help given to Family, friends Friends Students, friends
Ratio unreciprocated : give help 1.9:1 1.7:1 4.6:1

*Interactions in which participants responded “too dependent” to the question, “How dependent on oth-
ers were you?”

Table 4
Relationships between sociodemographic and internal variables.

Location Variable Gender Grade Addis Visclas Fit in Accepted Lonely Enjoying

N/A 1. Gender —
2. Grade �.36 —
3. Addis .19 .84* —
4. Visclas .10 .14 �.38 —

School (n � 12) 5. Fit in �.09 .37 �.86* .11 —
6. Accepted .21 .33 �.45 �.30 .28 —
7. Lonely .06 �.07 .88* �.09 �.46* �.11 —
8. Enjoying �.14 .36 �.65* .00 .57** .24 �.56** —

Home (n � 12) 5. Fit in .23 �.35 .51 �.07 —
6. Accepted .11 �.23 .54 .13 .52* —
7. Lonely �.36 .23 �.76* .39 �.27 �.30 —
8. Enjoying .35 �.43* .49 �.25 .41* .38 �.28 —

Other (n � 10) 5. Fit in �.05 �.22 .83* �.05 —
6. Accepted �.30 �.26 .01 �.08 .05 —
7. Lonely .63** �.22 .72 �.58* �.05 .05 —
8. Enjoying �.82** .61** �.52 .24 �.09 �.05 �.41 —

Addis � additional disability, 0 � no, 1 � yes; Visclas � Blind Sports Australia classification system
(B1, B2, B3), higher score equating with better vision; in all measures, higher scores are in the direction
of the construct being measured; *p � .05, **p � .01.
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Other locations
The other locations context was the only
one in which there was a gendered and
vision-level relationship (see Table 4).
Males enjoyed themselves more and felt
less lonely than did females. The two
participants with additional disabilities
(the third participant provided no data in
this context) fit in more than did their
peers who were only identified as being
visually impaired. Participants with better
vision felt less lonely than did their peers
with less vision.

School
There were strong relationships between
the presence of additional disabilities,
fitting in, and loneliness (see Table 4).
Participants with additional disabilities
were more likely to feel lonely, not enjoy
school, and to report not fitting in than did
participants who were only identified as
being visually impaired. There were mod-
erate relationships between fitting in and
enjoyment, and fitting in and loneliness.
Participants who felt they fit in enjoyed
themselves more and reported feeling less
lonely. There were no significant correla-
tions with gender or grade and internal
variables. A significant correlation be-
tween grade and additional disability
(rb � .84) reflected a sampling issue.

Lastly, because of the less positive
school experiences of participants with
additional disabilities, we compared the
nature of their interactions with those of
their peers who were identified as only
being visually impaired. Table 5 shows
that although both groups spent a similar
proportion of their time at school inter-
acting with staff members and peers, the
peer mix differed. The three participants
with additional disabilities had fewer in-
teractions with peers they categorized as
friends. Out of school, the two partici-
pants with additional disabilities spent
relatively less time with friends and more
time alone or with family.

Discussion
Our findings agree with those of earlier
researchers (Gold et al., 2010; Khadka
et al., 2012; Kroksmark & Nordell, 2001;
Sacks & Wolffe, 1998) that adolescents
with visual impairments spent large
amounts of time in socially passive activ-
ities (alone or with family). In this current
study, the participants reported either no
interactions, or interactions with family,
in 64% of their surveys over a week, and
in much (89%) of their time at home. The
most frequent activity of the week was
home-based leisure. Despite virtual com-
munication technologies, visually impaired

Table 5
Interactions by additional disability status (percentage of self-reports).

With whom
School VI

(n � 9)
School addis

(n � 3)
Home VI
(n � 9)

Home addis
(n � 3)

Other VI
(n � 8)

Other addis
(n � 2)

No one 15 18 64 58 12 38
Family 0 0 24 34 21 38
Friends 33 18 11 8 62 35
Other students 33 47 0 0 0 0
Staff 18 18 0 0 6 0

VI � visually impaired; addis � additional disability.
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adolescents are still spending much of
their time out of school alone. For these
participants, digital technology seemed to
provide another avenue for largely soli-
tary activity, such as gaming and watch-
ing TV and DVDs—although, to balance
this assertion, one participant said he
spent a lot of time gaming during the
week to improve his hand-eye coordina-
tion and to help his gaming with friends
on the weekends.

A comparison of our data with those of
van Roekel et al. (2015) suggests that
adolescents with visual impairments have
fewer social interactions in a typical week
than do their sighted peers. Van Roekel
et al.’s. adolescents averaged 39% of their
time alone, 22% with family, 37% with
peers (friends and classmates), and 2% with
others. Our participants averaged 45% of
their time alone, 20% with family, 30%
with peers, and 5% with staff members.

Sacks and Wolffe (1998) noted that
adolescents with visual impairments re-
quired a great deal of time and assistance
to complete their schoolwork, which
seems to still be true. Thirty-six percent
of school interactions involved partici-
pants being helped. What is also concern-
ing is that these participants had fewer
opportunities to reciprocate help at school
than they did elsewhere. They received
nearly five times as much help there as
they gave. During adolescence, in con-
trast to childhood, perceptions of compe-
tence, mutuality, and reciprocity become
more important to the establishment of
friendships (Schnorr, 1997; Sylwester,
2007). When adolescents transition to
high school, new friendships often need
to be established. This creation of new
relationships might be more difficult for
visually impaired adolescents if they are

regarded by peers as needing help fre-
quently without having opportunities to
give help. Visually impaired adolescents
may not be aware that their peers receive
relatively less help than they do, they may
unduly emphasize helping as a require-
ment of friendship (Palmer, 2006), or
they may not distinguish between altru-
ism and friendship (Schnorr, 1997; West
et al., 2004). Alternately, since stereo-
types of people with disabilities portray
them as needing rather than giving help,
others in the school community may not
ask these adolescents for help.

The participants felt they fit in least
during the survey week when they were
interacting with adults and other students
at school. However, in the interviews they
described social inclusion at school as not
being overlooked and as having their
needs met in this area. Our results showed
that adults and other students provided
the bulk of help to meet these students’
needs. These helping interactions oc-
curred at a developmental stage in which
adolescents with visual impairments typ-
ically want to decrease their dependence
on others, particularly on adults. Al-
though our ESM survey did not distin-
guish between the adults at school, other
researchers have found that teachers’
aides or paraeducators are regarded by
visually impaired adolescents as their
biggest barriers to school social inclu-
sion (Arndt, Lieberman, & James, 2014;
Khadka et al., 2012; Whitburn, 2013;
Worth, 2013). Our results may reflect
this tension.

Although being helped at school seemed
to create tension, doing nothing at school
was also a barrier to social inclusion. It
was the loneliest and least enjoyable ac-
tivity of the week, and it was rated more
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negatively than doing nothing at home.
Doing nothing at home can be a choice,
but it seems doing nothing at school is
beyond the participants’ control, imposed
when they cannot access lesson content.
This finding is important. Such lack of
activity is rarely captured in activity dia-
ries or interviews, yet it has a very nega-
tive effect. Competence is also important
to peer acceptance. It is difficult to appear
competent when one is effectively side-
lined in lessons and there is little oppor-
tunity to “shine.”

Extracurricular activities rated more
positively than did schoolwork for fitting
in and enjoyment. Schools may be able to
harness extracurricular activities as means
for students with visual impairments to fit
in, share interests, and reciprocate with
peers (Jessup, Cornell, & Bundy, 2010;
Rosenblum, 2000). Reciprocity is not
necessarily the return of identical help,
but it can be “in kind” help in another
form. It can take time to get to know other
people and when to call on them for help.
Less structured out-of-class activities
hone in on shared interests and abilities
and provide “getting to know you” time.

Participants with additional disabilities
were more likely not to feel as though
they were included or fit in, and they
reported feeling lonelier at school than
did their peers with vision impairment as
their only disability. They had fewer
friendship interactions at school and felt
significantly less lonely at home, even
though much of this time was spent alone.
Our finding supports those of de Verdier
(2016), who found that students with ad-
ditional disabilities have a less positive
experience of school than do their peers
with vision impairment alone. This find-
ing is concerning, since the majority of

students with visual impairments have ad-
ditional disabilities. More research is
needed with these young people.

Kroksmark and Nordell (2001) noted
that adolescents with visual impairments
participated more frequently in more es-
tablished and less spontaneous out-of-
home activities than did their sighted
peers, and that they relied more on their
families for transport. Our results show
the subjective value of these established
and less-spontaneous activities: arguably
the most freely chosen of the week. These
activities are important to identity devel-
opment and resilience (Jessup et al.,
2010). Parents may need encouragement
to persevere in paying for or providing
transport to such activities until their vi-
sually impaired adolescents, as nondriv-
ers, can take up these responsibilities in-
dependently. It may take this group
longer to master independent travel as
compared to their sighted peers if alter-
nate transportation options are limited.

Unsurprisingly, the participants felt
lonelier when they were with family out-
side of the home than they did when they
were at home. Most adolescents prefer the
company of peers to family, parents in
particular, in these contexts (Csikszentmi-
halyi & Larson, 1984; Sylwester, 2007).
It seems possible that loneliness with
family out of the home reflects the par-
ticipants’ preference for peers and a
somewhat reluctant dependence on fam-
ily in these contexts. We could extrapo-
late our results to suggest that adolescents
with visual impairments (like most ado-
lescents) would prefer for their parents to
provide transportation (and financial sup-
port) but to stay in the background when
out of the home. Our research may have
simply illuminated the age-old dilemma
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faced by visually impaired adolescents
(Uttermohlen, 1997), that of balancing
need for help with the desire for auton-
omy and independence.

LIMITATIONS

These data are from a small sample. We
need to be cautious about generalizing
beyond this group of participants. The
time lag between the participants’ ESM
responses and their interviews may have
affected their recollection of some activ-
ity details. As previously noted, this
group of participants had a lower propor-
tion of students with additional disabili-
ties than is represented in this population
of adolescents. Since participants were
self-selected, more students may be strug-
gling at school than is represented here.
Students who were struggling may have
felt unable to cope with the burden of
participation in a research project.

Conclusion and implications
for practice and future research
High school students with visual impair-
ments feel they fit in less often and are
less accepted at school than they are else-
where. They also feel that they have few
opportunities to show competence in a
school setting. Similarly to Csikszentmi-
halyi and Larson (1984) and van Roekel
et al. (2015), these results can be concep-
tualized in terms of choice. Most high
school students have little choice over
curriculum content and classroom com-
panions. However, the nature of visual
impairment means that visually impaired
students have even less autonomy and
choice in the classroom than do their
sighted peers: they are more dependent on
the actions of others to access the curric-
ulum. Being helped created social ten-

sions. However, being overlooked and
doing nothing when peers were otherwise
engaged was a lonely and apparently mis-
erable experience for students with visual
impairments. This problem is not new;
our study has simply quantified an issue
that has challenged visually impaired stu-
dents for decades and has highlighted the
porous boundaries between social and ac-
ademic inclusion. Schools could become
more socially inclusive by ensuring that
each of their students has discreet access
to lesson content. Students may feel too
shy, embarrassed, or powerless to speak
up in the moment when they are doing
nothing. Sensory disability can be less
obvious than physical disability: lack of
access is perhaps more difficult for others
to identify. If the lack of sensory acces-
sibility in school were reframed in terms
of loneliness and social isolation, it might
be given the priority it requires.

Educators have traditionally had chal-
lenges with supporting students with visual
impairments and additional disabilities in
inclusive settings (Sacks & Silberman,
1998). It is clear that further research is
needed into how best to support them so-
cially. These students may have even fewer
choices in their everyday lives than do their
peers with visual impairments alone.

Activities outside of class, which
rated most positively, involve a rela-
tively greater degree of choice than do
in-class activities. Leisure, extracurricular,
and established activities contribute to
identity development and resilience, a
finding that should encourage parents to
persevere in their support of such activi-
ties until their adolescents with visual im-
pairments can be more independent.

It would be useful to replicate this
study with a larger and randomly selected
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sample of students with visual impair-
ments from varying educational settings.
It would also be useful to replicate this
ESM study with a group of typically devel-
oping high school students. Van Roekel et
al.’s (2015) study focused only on loneli-
ness, and Csikszentmihalyi and Larson’s
(1984) study, though more comprehensive,
is dated.
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