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Abstract

This qualitative study examines the dual nature of inclusion to uncover the negative
challenges students encounter and the factors that alleviate these barriers to promote positive
outcomes. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with seven adults (six women, one
man) possessing congenital visual impairments (VI) who participated in general education
classrooms during portions of their primary and secondary education. The data were
analyzed utilizing a six-phase thematic analysis process. Four overarching themes that
reflect participants’ accounts were identified, namely, (1) pervasive peer bullying, (2) refusing
assistive devices, (3) lack of appropriate accommodations, and (4) factors contributing to
positive experiences. Notwithstanding significant social trauma and institutional neglect,

all participants attained advanced academic milestones, facilitated by self-advocacy,
extracurricular engagement, and supportive educators. To convert policy into equitable
practice, educational institutions must proactively foster inclusive settings by normalizing
assistive technology, imposing stringent anti-bullying measures, and equipping general
educators with specialized training to apply accommodations efficiently.

Keywords: Academic experiences, inclusion, social experiences, qualitative study, visual
impairment

The number of students with VI (2024) reported that approximately 80% of
in general education classrooms has risen students with VI attended general education
meaningfully in the United States. In 1963, schools, while solely 8% remained in schools
about half of the students who are legally for the blind. The number of students with
blind attended residential schools for the VI in schools for the blind has decreased
blind (Smith et al., 2014). However, the sharply, while those in general education
American Printing House for the Blind schools have increased steadily over the past
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50 years. Smith et al. (2014) highlighted
numerous advantages of including students
with VI in classrooms with their peers who
have sight. These include reduced stigma,
opportunities for social interaction, and
higher academic expectations. However,
concerns such as bullying (Austin, 2018; Ball
et al., 2022; Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017;
Haegele and Zhu, 2017; Rosenblum, 2000;
Worth, 2013), limited attention in general
education classrooms, and unprepared
teachers (Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017;
Diasse & Kawai, 2025; Lamichhane, 2013;
Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999;
McCarthy & Shevlin, 2017; Opie, 2018;
Wall, 2002) are cited as potential drawbacks.

The impact of classroom placement
on the learning experiences of children
with VI is complex and influenced by
diverse individual and contextual factors.
Importantly, the VI experience is not
monolithic. Research demonstrates that the
range of vision impairment significantly
influences experiences; for example, students
with low vision frequently encounter specific
social anxieties related to the stigma of
utilizing visible assistive devices, while
students who are completely blind may
confront unique mobility and accessibility
challenges (Pape et al., 2002; Shinohara &
Wobbrock, 2011). Shinohara and Wobbrock
(2011) explicitly examine how individuals
with invisible or partial disabilities, such as
low vision, face increased self-consciousness
and stigma when utilizing visible assistive
technologies, as these devices reveal their
disability to others. Pape et al. (2002)
corroborate this by demonstrating how the
inclination to conform results in the forsaking
of these devices.

These experiences also vary between
developmental stages. Although peer
acceptance tends to be elevated in primary
environments, social isolation and the
compulsion to comply frequently escalate
during middle and high school (Jessup et al.,
2018; Laursen & Hartl, 2013). Laursen and
Hartl (2013) demonstrate that the compulsion
to comply and the repercussions of social
isolation escalate during adolescence.

Jessup et al. (2018) explicitly addresses this
topic for students with VI, chronicling their
distinct experiences of loneliness and social
difficulties in high school environments.

In addition, the dispositions and readiness
of general education teachers, which

significantly influence student performance,
exhibit varied results based on regional and
institutional circumstances. For example,
Ravenscroft et al. (2019) found favorable
attitudes among elementary school teachers
in Tiirkiye, while Mushoriwa (2001) reported
unfavorable attitudes among primary school
teachers in Zimbabwe. In addition, Miyauchi
(2020) reported attitudes of teachers
often depended on student, individual
and environmental factors. Miyauchi and
Paul (2020) identified obstacles including
restricted accessibility, social engagement,
and the physical school environment.

Notwithstanding these diverse
challenges in various circumstances, children
with VI also convey exceptionally positive
experiences. Favorable outcomes are closely
associated with robust relationships with
teachers (Chang & Schaller, 2002), peer
acceptance (George & Duquette, 2006; Opie
et al., 2017), and academic achievement
(Opie et al., 2017). Positive outcomes are
strongly linked to strong relationships
with teachers (Chang & Schaller, 2002),
acceptance by peers (George & Duquette,
2006; Opie et al., 2017), and academic
achievement (Opie et al., 2017). Ultimately,
supportive teachers (Chang & Schaller, 2002;
Miyauchi & Paul, 2020), involved parents
(Opie et al., 2017), elevated expectations,
individual characteristics, extracurricular
activities, and positive school climates all
contribute to mitigating challenges and
fostering success. On the other hand, bullying
(Austin, 2018; Ball et al., 2022; Haegele
& Zhu, 2017) and social isolation (Conroy,
2008; Thurston, 2014) are prevalent negative
experiences. Additional challenges include
inadequate training for teachers (Brydges
& Mkandawire, 2017; Diasse & Kawai,
2025), lack of specialized teaching (Diasse
& Kawai, 2025; Koehler & Wild, 2019),
limited lesson time (Wall, 2002), negative
attitudes in the community (Lamichhane,
2013), overprotective parents (Lieberman &
Houston-Wilson, 1999), and teacher concerns
about safety (Wall, 2002). It is necessary to
understand these experiences of students with
VL

Over the past fifty years, legislative
milestones in the USA including the
Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (VRA,
1973), the Education for All Handicapped
Children Act of 1975 (EAHCA, 1975),
the Americans with Disabilities Act of
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1990 (ADA, 1990), the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act of 1990 (IDEA,
1990), and the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Improvement Act of 2004
(IDEIA, 2004) in the USA have significantly
increased the enrollment of students with VI
in general education classrooms. Although
this shift has led to both favorable and
unfavorable outcomes, limited research exists
on social and academic experiences of these
students in the literature. This study intends
to fill this gap, particularly by identifying
factors that support positive experiences,
thus strengthening the overall comprehension
of inclusion in education. The study aimed
to investigate the experiences of students
with VI in general education classrooms

at the primary and secondary levels.
Participants/adults who were previously
enrolled in general education schools,
provided insights into their academic and
social experiences. Stakeholders should
comprehend the reality of inclusion from
the perspectives of individuals with VI to
create inclusive educational environments.
Identifying the various factors that alleviate
negative encounters and encourage positive
experiences will provide stakeholders with
the actionable insights required to improve
inclusive education for coming generations.
The study focused on the following
questions:

1. How do adults who were formerly
students with VI in general education settings
retrospectively describe the barriers and
negative experiences they encountered in
their academic and social development?

2. What positive academic and social
outcomes do these adults attribute to their
time in general education classrooms? What
factors do they identify as having facilitated
these successful experiences?

Methods

This study employed a qualitative
research design, utilizing semi-structured
interviews with individuals with VI who
attended general education classrooms
during their primary or secondary education.
Participants were recruited through a
snowball sampling strategy (Sedgwick,
2013), leveraging both the author’s
professional and personal networks. The
author initiated the process by contacting
an individual with a VI, whom he had

previously met during graduate studies,
to serve as a gatekeeper for recruitment.
This individual introduced the study to
her circle, resulting in the participation
of two additional peers. Ultimately, the
author’s personal network contributed three
participants, while professional outreach
conducted via the “Teachers of the Blind
and Visually Impaired/O&M Specialists”
Facebook page yielded four additional
participants.

Using Qualtrics, a survey with 13
demographic questions was created. An
e-mail for recruiting interviewees was also
developed, with a link to the Qualtrics survey
to facilitate obtaining participants After
obtaining part1c1pants consent via the survey,
follow-up communication was initiated to
schedule interviews. The literature review
findings on students with VI served as
the foundation for developing interview
questions. The questions were checked by
two experts who held a Ph.D. degree in the
education of students with VI and one of
them had a position as a faculty in one of the
state universities in the United States. Then,
the final version of the questions emerged
based on their opinions.

This study included seven participants
with VI, aged between 27 and 40 years, with
an average age of 32.4. The group consisted
of six women and one man. Educationally,
one participant held an associate degree,
two held bachelor’s degrees, two had
master’s degrees, one had an Education
Specialist (EdS) degree, and another held
a Ph.D. All participants were congenitally
visually impaired. Specifically, three were
diagnosed with oculocutaneous albinism,
two with retinopathy of prematurity, and
one with septo-optic dysplasia. Additionally,
two participants presented with unique,
co-occurring profiles: Julia had cerebral
palsy and was diagnosed with epilepsy,
while Morgan was identified as gifted.
These characteristics were noted as
significant individual factors influencing
their educational experiences throughout
the study. Five of the individuals (Caroline,
Chelsea, Rebecca, Alice, and Morgan)
were Braille users, while Adam and Julia
were not. Similarly, five used canes for
mobility, and two did not. Their educational
experiences varied: five attended general
education settings throughout kindergarten
to 12th grade, one had experience in both
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general education and a state school for the
blind, and another attended both general

and special education programs in public
schools. Pseudonyms were used for name of
the participants to ensure the confidentiality
of their identities. It was explicitly

Table 1.

communicated to the participants that their
involvement was entirely voluntary and that
they reserved the right to withdraw from the
research project at any time, without facing
any negative consequences.

The Demographic Information of the Participants

Highest
Age Degree

Visual Impairment

Schools

Adam 36 EdS

Oculocutaneous Albinism

K through 5%
6 through 8%
9% through 12

Caroline 29 Master’s

Oculocutaneous Albinism

K through 5%
6 through 8™
9™ through 121

Chelsea 31 Associate’s

Oculocutaneous Albinism

K through 3%

3t through 5

6 grade

6 through 12

(Specialized state school for the blind)
Career center (half day 11" and 12" grades)

Rebecca 35 Ph.D.

Retinopathy of Prematurity

K through 5%
6 through 8™
9™ through 121

Alice 27 Bachelor’s

Retinopathy of Prematurity

1*t through 4

5™ through 6™ (Special Ed class)
7% through 8% (Special Ed class)
9t through 12 (Special Ed class)

Julia 40 Master’s

Unknown/Undisclosed

K through 6%
7% through 8%
9™ through 121

Morgan 29 Bachelor’s Septo-optic

Dysplasia

K through 3%
4™ grade

4 through 5t
6 through 8%
9t through 10*
10% through 12t

The interviews were conducted
by the author in English. Each participant
was scheduled for two interviews: the
first focused on their experiences in
general education settings, and the second
was intended for member-checking. Six
participants completed both interviews.
One female participant did not respond to
multiple follow-up attempts, so member-
checking could not be conducted with her.
The first interviews ranged from 63 to 111
minutes, totaling over 10 hours for all seven
participants. The second interviews took
about 30 minutes each, for a total of more
than 3 hours. Zoom® was used to conduct

the interviews, which made both audio
recordings and transcripts. These recordings
were used to correct transcription errors
that the Zoom app made when transcribing.
According to the rules of the IRB-approved
study, transcripts were analyzed only after
being cleaned, and the recordings were
deleted immediately afterward. Field notes
were used to document observations during
data collection, such as how interviewees
reacted, their gestures, and their body
language. However, two participants who
didn’t use their cameras couldn’t give this
information.
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Data collection and analysis transpired
simultaneously from January to July 2022.
All interviews were transcribed, resulting
in around 160 pages of data. The data were
examined utilizing Braun and Clarke’s
(2006) six-phase thematic analysis process:
familiarization with the data, initial code
generation, theme identification, theme
review, describing and naming themes,

and the production of the final report.

This inductive technique facilitated the
emergence of themes directly from the
participants’ actual experiences, rather than
merely categorizing the data. The analysis
was managed manually by utilizing MS
Word. During the initial process, the author
meticulously read and re-read the refined
transcripts while consulting the field notes
and audio recordings to achieve immersion.
In phase two, the author performed coding
on the complete dataset. For instance,
participant statements pertaining to social
experiences, such as feelings of isolation

during recess, were labeled with initial codes.

In phase three, these initial codes
were aggregated into broader categories
based on common meanings.

Table 2.
Summary of Overarching Themes

For example, codes related to “embarrassing
to use large-print pages”, “not wanting to
seem different”, and “abandoning tools due
to peers” were synthesized into a sub-theme
of “negative peer reactions to assistive
technology”. In phase four, the preliminary
thematic map underwent peer debriefing to
ensure trustworthiness and rigor. A second
expert, with a Ph.D. in special education,
reviewed the coded excerpts and the initial
themes, and consensus was reached between
the author and the expert. Through phases
five and six, the categories were meticulously
refined into four separate, principal themes
that encompassed the dataset: (1) pervasive
peer bullying, (2) refusing assistive devices,
(3) lack of appropriate accommodations, and
(4) factors contributing to positive academic
experiences.

Results

The research includes seven
participants (six women, one man) from
the United States. The main results were
presented theme by theme. Direct quotes
were included to increase credibility.

Theme

Description

Pervasive Peer Bullying

All seven participants encountered bullying from peers, encompassing verbal

harassment (e.g., name-calling associated with albinism or vision impairment),
physical aggressiveness (e.g., pushing, tripping), and social exclusion. Bullying
transpired throughout many grade levels and environments, occasionally resulting in
physical altercations or contemplations of self-harm.

Refusing Assistive Devices

Five participants refrained from utilizing assistive devices (e.g., large print materials,

CCTVs, magnifiers) or accommodations due to concerns about being conspicuous,
facing stigma, or seeming “different” in the presence of peers. This reluctance
frequently obstructed their access to education.

Lack of Appropriate
Accommodations

Six out of seven participants did not obtain sufficient accommodations in at least some
of their general education courses. Common failures encompassed neglecting IEP

provisions (e.g., extra time, preferential seating), failing to deliver O&M services, and
inadequate assistance in visually demanding disciplines such as math and PE.

Factors Contributing to
Positive Experiences

Notwithstanding the hurdles, all
achievements, ranging from associate to Ph.D. degrees. Supportive teachers with high

participants attained substantial academic

expectations, peer acceptance, extracurricular engagement, individual characteristics
(e.g., confidence, self-advocacy), and a secure, inclusive school environment cultivated

positive experiences.
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Theme 1: Pervasive Peer Bullying

Pervasive peer bullying was the
most prevalent adverse social experience
reported in this study. All seven participants
experienced bullying from their peers. Three
of the seven participants have albinism
(Adam, Caroline, and Chelsea), and due
to their appearance, they were the target
of other students in general education
classrooms. For instance, Adam remembered
two incidents involving insensitive comments
about his albinism, both of which turned
into fights. One of them during a fifth-grade
physical education class: “I particularly
remember an incident in fifth grade. The
kid’s name was Eddie, and he definitely had
a reputation as the school bully. I remember
him saying something like, “You re blind as
a bat.” We started chasing each other and
throwing punches. Eventually, a teacher saw
us, blew the whistle, and took us to the office.
The other one was during 7th-grade recess:
1 think it started over a girl. We were both
talking to—or trying to flirt with—the same
girl. I think he said something like, “You'll
never get her because you’ve got white hair.’
Then, just like before, we started chasing
each other around the playground, saying
silly things and throwing punches.”

Caroline also was bullied a few
times by older boys who tried to remove her
glasses or grab her hair: “The kids weren t
kind. They just didn t want to understand why
I looked different or why I had white hair at
the age of seven. My mom had been working
the night shift and had just dropped me off
at school when she noticed a boy pulling
my hair and asking, “Why is your hair so
white?” She was just about to leave the
playground but turned around and said, “You
leave her alone. She was born like that.”
He never bothered me again. The principal
was standing right there and just let my mom
go off on him as best she could.” Caroline
didn’t stand up for herself due to lack of self-
advocacy skills, but school administration
and her mother intervened to stop the
bullying.

Similarly, Chelsea reported multiple
instances of being bullied: “/ was already
an easy target, but when I couldn 't see
things or my vision made me do something
that looked odd, it made the teasing even
worse.” One memory that really hurt her
was when her second-grade teacher yelled
at her for not being able to find her place

’

in a reading textbook: “My second-grade
teacher was what some people call “old
school,” but she was really just a mean old
woman. She called me [R***] in front of the
class multiple times. She was wild. That's
the kind of experience I had with her.” The
bullying affected her deeply and changed
how she looked at other people: “At my first
elementary school, I wasn't happy at home
or at school. A classmate and I even talked
about committing a violent act against the
school and our peers when we were only
nine.” In middle school, her situation did
not improve. Chelsea described it as the
most difficult period of her life, marked by
being pushed, tripped, mocked, and having
things thrown at her by peers who took
advantage of her limited vision. She even
considered suicide during that time: “A¢ my
first elementary school, I wasn 't happy at
home or at school. A classmate and I even
talked about committing a violent act against
the school and our peers when we were only
nine. Chelsea, like Adam was involved in
a fight due to bullying: One day, a student
in the hallway pulled the cord out of my
CCTV. I'd always been told that if anything
happened to that expensive equipment, I'd
be in huge trouble. So, when he did that, 1
Jjumped on him and beat him up—slammed
his head into the ground. After that, no one
bothered me. It was the most peaceful two
weeks. [ don't condone violence, but honestly,
I wish I had done that sooner.” After this
incident, Chelsea was transferred to a
specialized residential school for the blind.
Rebecca was bullied—primarily by
boys—who called her “blind girl,” especially
during math class in a middle school. One
of the main bullies was another student
with a disability. Rebecca didn’t know how
to stand up for herself, so her mother had
to step in and involve the school principal.
Similarly, Morgan was bullied in the fourth
grade. During middle school, Alice was
bullied multiple times but chose not to tell
her parents, offering her reasons for keeping
it to herself: “Kids used to make fun of me
for looking very closely at paper. I learned to
ignore it because I had to do it to function.
1 told myself I didn 't care, but deep down
I was very sad. As a kid, you want friends,
and being teased hurts...My home life wasn t
abusive, but it was very stressful. My parents
had divorced a couple of years earlier, and
my mom was a single mother raising six kids.
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I didn t tell anyone what I was going through
because I didn t want to add to the stress

at home.” Over time, she began to ignore
the bullying and recounted one particular
incident: “I used to squirt myself'in the face
at the water fountain because that’s how

I knew where the water was. 1'd press the
button and wait for the stream to hit my face
before drinking. Kids made fun of me for it.
1 tried to be friendly, but they ignored me or
laughed. Eventually, I just learned to block
it all out. I barely even remember the verbal
teasing now... A kid once threw a quarter at
my head. [ remember it bouncing off, and 1
Jjust picked it up and said, “Hey, a quarter—
thanks!” He thought I'd get angry, but I just
pocketed it. I figured, “Hey, free money.”
Julia also recounted specific bullying
incidents in both sixth and seventh grade by
the same student: “During our sixth-grade
performance, I was assigned to the second
row of risers. That was a poor decision by
the teachers because I have cerebral palsy
and can t stand without holding a railing.
The boy next to me was a [j***]. His idea of
fun was trying to push the blind girl off the
risers. He poked and pushed, but nothing
worked. I told the teacher, but nothing
changed.” Julia’s teacher did not interfere
with the bully.

Theme 2: Refusing Assistive Devices

Five participants (Adam, Caroline,
Chelsea, Rebecca, and Julia) also expressed
reluctance to use assistive tools or accept
accommodations in class, fearing social
rejection. Adam used oversized notebooks
but found them impractical on small desks
and felt embarrassed using them in class: “/
was really embarrassed to use large-print
pages in class. So, [ usually tried to get by
without enlarging anything during class, then
1'd go to the resource room later to enlarge
and read what I needed. I think a lot of that
was because I felt ashamed of using such
large paper.”

Caroline tried using CCTV in fourth
grade, but she did not like it since it was
bulky and made her feel different. Similarly,
Chelsea faced challenges related to her
assistive equipment. She was required to
transport a large, 50-pound CCTV from class
to class starting in third grade. However, no
one taught her how to use it properly. Chelsea
resisted using it because of the unwanted
attention it drew, leading to numerous

detentions. Although her teachers underlined
the significance of CCTV and the effort it
took to acquire it, Chelsea still felt alienated.
Rebecca was concerned about her appearance
and did not want to look dissimilar in middle
school. For that reason, she refused to use
magnifiers. She liked to get close to the
paper instead of using a magnifier. Similarly,
Julia did not use assistive devices to avoid
standing out in seventh and eighth grades: “/
didn t want accommodations. Looking back,
that was pretty foolish. I think they were
offered, but I didn 't want to seem different, so
1 stopped using them—even though I should
have.”

On the other hand, Alice had
accommodations that included preferential
seating, a monocular, a dome magnifier,
and enlarged books. She appreciated these
tools at the time, unaware of other options,
and explained why she chose to use them:

“I realized that using assistive technology
made my life easier, so I stopped caring what
people thought. Did I enjoy being bullied for
it? No. But did I feel like I had a choice? Also
no. I could either use it and be bullied or not
use it and make life much harder for myself.”

Alice felt that the presence of her aide
affected how she interacted with both peers
and teachers: “I don t think that situation
helped my social life. What kid wants to hang
out with the one who's constantly followed
by an adult? Gym and recess usually meant
me being watched from a distance by an
aide...How well things went depended
on the teacher. Some didn t think I could
speak for myself and only talked to my aide.
Fortunately, I also had aides who told them,
“I don't know, ask her.”” Most teachers did
speak to me directly, but there were definitely
some who didn 't get it.” Alice shared that
having an aide hindered her relationships
with peers and teachers. However, Julia and
Morgan did not feel similarly affected. Julia
believed the aide had little social impact
in early grades, while Morgan reported
already lacking friendships before the aide’s
involvement.

Theme 3: Lack of Appropriate
Accommodations

Six of the seven participants did
not receive appropriate accommodations in
some general education schools. Caroline’s
school district had never served a student
with VI before, so they lacked knowledge
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about available services and appropriate
accommodations. She managed without
support in early grades due to her large
print and her intelligence. However, they
weren’t aware of Orientation and Mobility
(O&M) services, so she didn’t receive them
early on. The same concerns continued in
middle school. The school building was not
accessible due to lack of stair contrast. Her
history teacher wouldn’t let her move her seat
or let her copy notes in upper middle school,
even though she had an Individualized
Education Plan (IEP). After intervention
from the administration, the issue remained
unresolved, though classmates assisted her
by sharing notes. Caroline did not receive
adequate support in high school. She
usually depended on friends for assistance,
particularly in classes like chemistry that
required a lot of visual work. Furthermore,
she did not receive O&M services until her
junior year. She eventually got a Teacher of
Students with Visual Impairments (TVI),
who helped her prepare for college by
teaching practical orientation and mobility
skills.

Chelsea had significant struggles
in general education schools. Early on,
she received only limited tutoring and met
infrequently with her teacher of the visually
impaired (TVI), even though her IEP called
for more frequent sessions. She lacked
support from an Orientation and Mobility
(O&M) specialist and didn’t receive proper
assistive materials, especially in her second
elementary school: “Every year, the school
told my mom they had ordered my textbooks
in large print. Years later, when I worked
for the agency that actually handles those
orders, I looked up my own records from
back then. There were no requests under
my name for any of those years. I was petty
enough to look it up because [ wanted to
prove a point—they were supposed to support
me, and they didn t.” She often had to teach
herself how to use the few tools she was
given.

Julia did not have accommodations in
Social Science and PE classes, and Morgan
lacked proper support and accommodations
in elementary school. Julia’s English teacher
and Caroline’s History teacher put the
students in alphabetical order, which made
it hard for them to see the board. Alice also
struggled with a history assignment involving
reading newspapers and failed an essay due

to spelling mistakes but believed screen
reading technology would have helped: “I
definitely could’ve used a screen reader
back then, but no one ever suggested it.
Once 1 finally got one, it was life changing.
1 no longer had to lean in so close I'd get
headaches. Now I have an iPhone with
VoiceOver and a Braille display, and it'’s no
issue—but back then, it was rough. I vividly
remember being heartbroken over a failed
essay for weeks. 1 felt like I had let myself
down. I had low self-esteem and based

my worth on academics because that was
something I was good at—something that
made people proud.”

Six of the seven participants
(Caroline, Rebecca, Chelsea, Alice, Julia,
and Morgan) required additional support
in Math. Caroline needed extended time,
especially in math classes. Alice was in
general education except for math and braille
instruction in junior high school, which she
received in small group and one-on-one
settings, respectively. Her least favorite class
was math. Chelsea particularly disliked math,
which was both challenging and visually
demanding, and nearly failed it in second
grade. Morgan’s least favorite class was
math and had one-on-one TVI instruction
and paraprofessional support in math and
science in high school. Similarly, Julia’s least
favorite classes were math and science. She
continued to struggle in math, almost failing,
and she wasn’t allowed to take chemistry
due to poor math skills in high school. Julia
believed modern students have access to
much better technology: “Sitting in math
class 20 years ago, I was completely lost
unless someone wrote out what was on the
board. Today, students can take pictures with
their phones or use software that connects to
SMART Boards, so the content shows up on
their devices. It s amazing. Technology has
become so much more portable. I could never
have lugged a video magnifier from class
to class, but students now can carry one to
math and hook it up to the board. It’s a huge
improvement.”

Rebecca was supposed to receive
extended time on tests, but many teachers
failed to honor that, making math even
more difficult for her: “There was a lot of
discrimination, mostly due to teachers not
understanding my needs. They’d think,

“She s a writer and an athlete. Why would
she need extra time on a math exam?” But
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I couldn 't line up numbers properly, so [
had to double- and triple-check everything.
Math was exhausting because I had to be so
meticulous.” Rebecca frequently had to use
magnifiers, which she disliked, especially in
math classes in middle and high school.
Physical education was the other
subject the participants required additional
support. In high school, Adam began facing
more challenges, particularly in physical
education, which became his least favorite
subject due to a focus on outdoor basketball:
“I didn t mind playing basketball outside, but
[name of town] gets extremely hot and sunny
most of the year. I don't do well in the sun,
so while I loved the sport, I hated playing in
the heat. [ remember really disliking that PE
class because the teacher was so focused on
outdoor basketball. Julia also disliked her PE
(physical education) teacher: The PE teacher
was worse. I had an adaptive PE teacher
who was very into dodgeball, baseball, and
other sports I couldn t participate in. When
she wasn t there, the regular teacher would
Jjust say, “Go up on the stage and ride the
exercise bike.” So, while everyone else was
playing, I was onstage riding that stupid
bike. I assume kids stared—but I wouldn 't
know.” However, when the adaptive PE
teacher was there, she was included in the
class: “The only time I really got individual
attention was when the adaptive PE teacher
was there. I think she came twice, maybe
three times a week. She taught me volleyball
using a large balloon instead of a regular
ball, so it was easier for me to see.”

Theme 4: Factors Contributing To Positive
Experiences

All participants completed significant
academic milestones even though they had
academic challenges. Chelsea obtained an
associate degree, Alice and Morgan earned
bachelor’s degrees, Caroline and Julia
received master’s degrees, Adam completed
an EdS degree, and Rebecca achieved a
Ph.D. Despite experiencing some bullying,
Adam and Caroline were largely accepted
by their teachers and classmates. Caroline’s
meaningful contributions to group works
and Adam’s participation in extracurricular
activities strengthened their acceptance: “/
was probably considered a popular kid in
elementary school. I was the vice president
of our Student Association. I was involved
in lots of different clubs. I started our school

newspaper, and I was at pretty much every
event that we ever held as a school, and I

had lots of positive peer relationships and
interactions in school.”

Similarly, Alice and Julia who had
close relationships with some teachers,
such as braille instructors and aides, which
positively influenced their experiences.
Adam described having supportive teachers
who set high expectations, which helped
him have mostly good academic and social
experiences. Accommodations made these
experiences even better. For instance, Adam
was allowed to take notes from slides after
the other students had finished their work.
Rebecca also benefited from teachers who
shared their notes, such as middle school
social studies teacher and her high school
chemistry teacher.

The students’ individual traits also
played a role in shaping their experiences.
Adam was able to make friends with both
his peers and his teachers because he was
confident and friendly. Rebecca was able to
make friends with other kids in elementary
school because she was independent and
outgoing. Extracurricular involvement was
another positive influence. For instance,
Rebecca ran track and cross-country,
Caroline played in the middle school band,
and Adam was on the Student Council, took
part in talent fairs, and played sports with
other students. These activities gave people a
chance to meet new people and have positive
interactions. A safe and inclusive school
environment was important as well. For
instance, Morgan experienced satisfaction in
her second elementary school because it was
a friendly place.

Discussion

How do adults who were formerly
students with VI in general education settings
retrospectively describe the barriers and
negative experiences they encountered in
their academic and social development?

Adults who were formerly students
with VI frequently encounter academic and
social challenges, as evidenced by prior
research. This study aimed to comprehend
the dual facets of inclusion by analyzing
the negative experiences of the participants.
Bullying and limited opportunities for
social connection are two common adverse
social experiences identified in the literature
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(Austin, 2018; Haegele & Zhu, 2017;
Haegele et al., 2019; Thurston, 2014;
Worth, 2013). Ball et al. (2022) indicate
that a substantial majority of children

with VI encounter bullying, especially
during PE classes. This study corroborates
these findings, as all seven participants
experienced varying levels of pervasive
peer bullying. The apprehension of social
rejection significantly influenced students’
behavior; numerous participants conveyed
hesitance to utilize assistive aids or accept
accommodations in class due to their worry
of peer rejection. This corresponds with
Rosenblum’s (2000) findings that students
with VI may conceal their disability to fit in.
Moreover, although paraprofessionals often
enhance academic success, their involvement
may negatively impact social growth and
autonomy (Conroy, 2008; Worth, 2013).

In this study, one participant indicated that
the presence of an assistant hindered her
connections with peers and teachers, while
two participants did not encounter such
effects.

Regarding academic development,
prevalent obstacles for students with VI
encompass inadequate teacher preparation,
insufficient specialized instruction, and
limited instructional time (Brydges &
Mkandawire, 2017; Diasse & Kawai, 2025;
Koehler & Wild; Opie, 2018). Participants
reiterated these issues, with the absence of
accommodations being the most prevalent
negative academic experience reported in
this study. Six of the seven participants
lacked essential accommodations in certain
aspects of their general education schools,
including the non-implementation of IEPs
and preferential seating arrangements.
Furthermore, insufficient instruction in the
ECC (encompassing critical domains such as
O&M skills and the utilization of assistive
technology) constituted another notable
deficiency. A number of individuals did not
receive adequate O&M instruction or skills
training, including large print, despite the
necessity of ECC education for students with
VI to succeed. Academic problems related
to certain subjects were also significant;
Math has emerged as a generally challenging
subject, in accordance with prior findings
(Brydges & Mkandawire, 2017; deVerdier &
Ek, 2014; McCarthy & Shevlin, 2017; Opie
et al., 2017). Six of the seven participants
required additional support in math, which

was regarded as particularly visual and more
challenging to comprehend. Nonetheless,
educators frequently rejected requests for
extended time, even when the necessity was
evident. PE constituted another contentious
domain, consistent with prior studies
(Haegele & Zhu, 2017; Haegele et al., 2019;
Lieberman & Houston-Wilson, 1999; Opie,
2018).

What positive academic and social
outcomes do these adults attribute to their
time in general education classrooms? What
factors do they identify as having facilitated
these successful experiences?

Notwithstanding the challenges,
affirmative social experiences were
also apparent, primarily influenced by
educational settings and peer acceptance.
Chelsea’s experience at the specialized
school was transformative; she perceived
the environment as accepting and helpful,
engaged in extracurricular activities, and
held student leadership positions. This
corresponds with prior research indicating
that specialized schools can foster stronger
peer relationships through shared experiences
and boost self-confidence (Hatlen, 2004;
Worth, 2013). In general education
environments, peer acceptance strongly
influenced favorable social outcomes.

Similarly, when sufficient help
was offered, individuals exhibited notable
academic resilience. This study partially
corroborates existing findings concerning
the influence of academic success and
supportive relationships, despite the scant
literature on positive experiences (Chang &
Schaller, 2002; George & Duquette, 2006;
Hess, 2010). Teachers who are supportive
and maintain high expectations, such as those
providing note-taking accommodations,
fostered more pleasant experiences.
Ultimately, despite systemic academic
obstacles, all seven participants successfully
achieved higher education, corroborating the
findings of Opie et al. (2017) about academic
success among students with VI.

Conclusion

The transition to inclusive education
for students with VI has unequivocally
facilitated higher academic expectations and
crucial socialization opportunities. However,
this study underlines that physical placement
in a general education classroom does not
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inherently guarantee genuine inclusion.
Experiences of the seven participants exhibit
a momentous dilemma. While all attained
significant academic success (exhibiting
remarkable personal resilience, the beneficial
influence of supportive educators, and the
importance of extracurricular involvement)
their experiences were substantially marred
by systemic obstacles.

Widespread bullying, the social
stigmatization of assistive technology, and
persistent academic obstacles (especially
in visually demanding disciplines such
as math and physical education) remain
substantial challenges. In addition, the
reluctance of students to employ essential
accommodations due to apprehension of peer
ostracism underlines a significant deficiency
in disability literacy within the overarching
school culture. To reconcile policy and
practice, schools must transcend mere
enrollment. Educators and administrators
must actively foster inclusive cultures
that normalize assistive technology and
implement stringent anti-bullying measures.
Additionally, general education teachers
need comprehensive, specialized training
to proficiently execute IEPs and implement
the Expanded Core Curriculum (e.g.,
compensatory skills, social interaction skills,
and orientation and mobility). Ultimately,
cultivating a truly inclusive educational
environment requires a comprehensive
approach that prioritizes a student’s social
and emotional well-being equally with their
academic performance.

Limitations

There were certain limitations with
this study. One limitation was the small
number of participants, so this qualitative
study’s results are not generalizable and
reflect the experiences of only seven
participants. Second, the data collection
utilized semi-structured interviews; however,
the findings were constrained by insufficient
participation in member checking by one
participant. In addition, participants’ ages
were between 27 and 40 when the interviews
were conducted, but they mentioned school
experiences, which occurred approximately
20-30 years ago. Therefore, the participants’
memories may have been influenced by
the passage of time, and they may not have

recalled the exact details of their experiences.

The other limitation is the representativeness
of participants since all participants belong
to a high-achieving educational group. The
perspectives might have been different if
some participants had been from a low-
achieving educational group. Last, the
content validity of the interview questions
was constrained as they were not reviewed
by individuals with VI.

Implications and Recommendations

The growing prevalence of students
with VI in general education classrooms
highlights the necessity for research
focused on their unique challenges. To
mitigate the adverse social and academic
experiences identified in this study, it is
recommended that school districts implement
comprehensive training programs for
general education teachers particularly in
math and physical education to ensure the
consistent provision of accommodations
and foster inclusive classroom cultures.
Furthermore, administrators should
prioritize the professional development of
paraprofessionals to balance support with
the promotion of student autonomy. Beyond
practice, future research is warranted to
conduct longitudinal studies on the transition
pathways of students with VI, specifically
analyzing the decision-making processes that
lead to transferring to specialized schools
for the blind. By addressing these distinct
factors that mitigate negative encounters
and foster positive academic and social
experiences, educators, administrators, and
policymakers can create more equitable
learning environments that truly support the
diverse needs of students with VI.
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