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Abstract 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how two students with blindness and visual impairments experienced their engagement in studies and experienced success. Two case studies were carried out and depth interviews were conducted with those participated in the study. Interpretive analysis was done on the transcriptions of the interviews by making use of the constant comparative method of analysis. Coding and inducing of categories and themes helped the researcher to engage with and make sense of the data that was generated. The key findings of this study showed that the presence of a visual impairment was a significant component of their life experience but their interests and concerns were generally similar to those of children with normal vision. Mother is significant to them as a capacity building agent who helped them to carry out their studies in the inclusive setup as supportive external conditions for goal attainment. Teachers taught at the schools had a good understanding and a sense of what visual impairment is and it helped to increase the self-management skills needed to translate self-efficacy beliefs into the accomplishment of goals and related positive feelings. There were good school-based peer support systems to both of them. Both benefited from inclusive education and received higher educational opportunities. This study concluded that blind and visually impaired students were more likely to succeed academically when they felt a sense of connectedness with the family, peers and  teachers and as well as skills of self-management and one person who significance to them.
Introduction

Historically, special schools for the blind were the only option available to students with blind and visual impairment in Sri Lanka. In the early part of the 20th century children with VI were removed from special residential schools for the blind and placed in public schools.  During the 1960s, public school programs for blind and visually impaired students expanded rapidly. Resource models, itinerant teaching services, and teacher-consultation models emerged and soon overtook residential school placement as the preferred approach for meeting blind students' educational needs. The 1960s could be mentioned as the beginning of a new era in special education in Sri Lanka. The National Education Commission Report of 1961 declared that children in whom the degree of disability was low, should first attend a special school, and when the necessary skills are acquired, move to a regular school. On par with this, Sri Lanka has taken action to develop the integration programs (Educational Reforms, 1979). The system made provision for the blind and children with visual impairments to attend their local mainstream school where they received education in a special unit within the school and then shifted to regular classes. Although the majority of the children are taught in special schools, a growing proportion including those who are blind are being integrated into regular schools with the support of itinerant teachers of students with visual impairments. With the enactment of IDEA (1997) special education is no longer considered as a place but rather a network of services and supports designed to enable students to derive full benefit from a public school education (Jackson, 2005). The International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment and the World Blind Union (ICEPVI/WBU) support inclusive education as one of the alternative models of service delivery, on condition that all necessary steps are taken to first put in place the required number of teachers trained in the special needs of blind and low vision children and the essential support systems, the necessary equipment, Braille books, and low vision devices to guarantee true inclusion. During the 1990s, the social model informed a theoretical approach to education which has come to be known as inclusion (Vislie, 2003). Avramidis, Bayliss, and Burden, (2000) referred to inclusion as restructuring education provision to promote all pupils in a school to see themselves as belonging to a community, including those with significant disabilities. As such, inclusion embraces the concept of diversity as a natural state of being human. As Kennedy and Fisher (2001) describe, “The underlying value behind inclusive education is that all children should be welcomed as members of the school, classroom, and larger community” (p.1). 

Today mostly inclusive education is the practice of integrating visually impaired students into regular classrooms in Sri Lanka. In Sri Lanka, children who are blind and visually impaired receive an education that is comparable to their sighted peers. Furthermore, most of the Sri Lankan students who are blind and visually impaired manage to gain entrance to universities. It can be assumed that those who then go on to a university represent a highly selective group because they have managed to do so despite their impairment and greater difficulty in accessing written information.

Students with blind and visual impairments may face certain challenges in literacy and academic development. They may lack important access to regularly printed educational materials in regular classroom. Their particular problems in the classroom and how they manage to deal with these problems are worth investigating. There has been little empirical research on the situation of students with visually impairments at the higher educational level. The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore how two students with blindness and visual impairments experienced their engagement in schools and undergraduate studies at universities and perceived their success.

Literature review

Previous literature suggests that students with blindness and visual impairments were academically successful in college because of institutional support and the positive attitude of faculty and peers (Fichten, 2009; Roy, 2000). Weiner (2006) postulates that students attribute their success in college to internal factors, including ability, effort, mood, maturity, and health, and external factors, including the teacher, task difficulty, family support. Studies of students with blindness and visual impairments often involve an analysis of the students’ style of attribution or their ideas concerning the causes of their academic successes and failures (Roy, 2000). Academically successful students tend to attribute their successes and failures to their own efforts or actions. They persevere on difficult tasks, delay gratification, and are actively involved in the learning situation (Roy, 2000). Students with blindness and visual impairments often attribute their successes and failures to factors outside their control. They attribute success to their ability, effort, persistence, and discipline, and they point to external factors as contributors to their lack of academic success, such as difficulty in accessing information and the negative attitudes of faculty and administrators (Roy, 2000).

Research Questions: 

1. What are students with blindness and visual impairments' understandings of blindness and their relation to their success? 

2. What factors do students with blindness and visual impairments identify as the most influential in their academic success? 

3. What are students with blindness and visual impairments' perceptions as to how they are viewed, treated, and respected by teachers and peers?

Method

This study reports the results of two case studies carried out with a blind boy and a low vision girl who completed their higher studies. Purposive sampling method was used to select the participants. Merriam (2001) pointed out that "purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can be learned" (p. 61). In-depth interviews were conducted with students who participated in the study. The researcher individually interviewed students at the beginning of the study. Interpretive analysis was done on the transcriptions of the interviews by making use of the constant comparative method of analysis. Coding and inducing of categories and themes helped the researcher to engage with and make sense of the data that was generated.

Profile of Study Participants

Gayani is a 25-year old female who had low vision from birth. She decided to become a law student at a University, where she achieved academically and graduated as a Bachelor of Law. She took oaths as an Attorney at law from the Law College. 

Prabath is a 25-year old male who was blind from birth. He graduated as a Bachelor of Law from a University and then got into the Law College. He is a Lecturer in the Law Faculty of one University in Sri Lanka.
Findings

Understanding and Accepting Blindness

Understanding blindness appears to be essential for the empowerment of a student who is blind or visually impaired. The presence of a visual impairment was a significant component of the life experience of these students but their interests and concerns were generally similar to those of children with normal vision. Participants mentioned that blindness is the only experience that they can relate to; therefore, it is normal for them.

We know when we compared ourselves to sighted people there are some limitations. But now I am used to living with this condition. I am independent. This is normal for me.

My parents found out my illness and my disability when I was three months old. Blindness is all I have ever known; therefore, it is normal.

During the interviews, students mentioned in many different ways that they are just like everyone else and that the others are just like them.

Everyone has some kind of disability and has some level of dependence on others, whether they are blind or not.

Participants mentioned that when they had an understanding of their impairment, they were more likely to succeed.

The environment is created by and for the sighted. So, we as blind people must adjust to that sighted environment.

I am using a white cane for my mobility

They felt they had the same opportunities for access to education as their peers. 

Inclusive Education helped to minimize the negative attitudes and perceptions of the sighted toward the visual impairment. 
Most influential factors of academic success 

Students with blindness and visual impairments who understand and accept their blindness have a more positive sense of self. Upon reflection for those participants who experienced education through their local schools had to do things differently with extra help
Government has introduced inclusive education policy; under this my parents admitted me into general classrooms. A Special teacher taught me Braille. At the beginning my education totally depended on the special teacher.

Actually I got a great help from teachers. 

I sat for the grade 5 exam. I got 174 marks and was eligible for the scholarship.

I got good marks at the grade 5 exam.

In grade 6, I engaged in scouting. That led to a huge change in my life. I climbed a mountain and I tried other mountains. I think this is the education. I learned many things from scouting and camp fire.  My personality developed in a different area through scouting.

I recall that while in high school my teachers always impressed on me that they expected me to do well

Teachers expected them to do well. They were encouraged by teachers, and they participated in extra-curricular activities. They did not differ in their perceptions of overall academic and social self-worth. Outside of the classroom, they viewed themselves to be just as worthwhile as the next student. For both of participants, the school experience had become more positive. Both the participants felt that extra time on their tests was a vital component of the classroom accommodations, which supported their academic success

I got extra time to answer the exam. I use the magnifying glass and used handwriting

They mentioned that as students with positive self-perceptions, they always had at least one person in their lives who accepted them unconditionally. This often was support from a parent. 

When my parents found out my disability they changed their future plans. 

My mother taught Sinhala and English letters and numbers.

My mother sat beside me and told me what was written on the blackboard when I was in grade one. The teacher allowed my mother to do it.

I have a strong connection with my mother

Many times my Braille books did not come on time; therefore, my mother had to read the books for me so that I could keep up with my class work.

After I started higher education, my parents continued to give me moral support and encouragement. While I appreciate all of the support that my parents have given me, the sense of independence that I have experienced, especially with managing my own schedule and time and all other aspects of my life, has been great.

Without my parents’ support I could not do this education successfully.

Two families appear to have accepted the disability of the participants. The participants acknowledged their family engagement in their education, especially of their mothers who were significant to them.
Participants are grateful for their college friends who provided a normalcy that their academic environment. 

I enjoyed school life and I had number of friends
Difficulty was seeing the blackboard. But since friends told what was on the blackboard so it was not a problem. 

Meeting with friends outside academic settings created a level playing field. It served as a stress reliever, where participants could be themselves.

Sometimes I had some quarrels with friends just like other normal friends. There were no difficulties different to what other children experienced.
I had lots of friends. I enjoyed a lot. Friends came to our home to study and to have fun.
My parents cared for my friends just like their own children.
Two participants of this study provided several factors that they attributed to positive academic experience and which have led to their academic success.

Parents advised them to select the path of higher studies. It was evident that both students had according to the parents’ wish had selected higher studies and that they had trusted their parents when selecting their higher studies.

My parents encouraged me to do Arts subjects.  
There is a culture and attitude in relation to A-level exams in Sri Lanka. That is excellent students go to science and lower category students go to the Arts stream. My parents did not say anything. They said if you like to be a music teacher you can. Because of this, I enjoyed my childhood a lot. I played for days and days without any book. 

Participants talked about the positive influence their peers had on them, particularly students without disabilities
I was in the Arts faculty, in my room there were two Law students and two Arts students. My first hostel was Sanghamitta. In my second and third year I was in Wijewardana Hall. Actually second year students were not allowed to stay in hostels but I was allowed with special permission with two other friends.

Two students with blindness and visual impairments mostly noted supportive departments as a factor in their collegiate success.

My University has a Disability Resource Center. This Resource Center has facilities such as CCTVs, and all students with disability can get-together and study there. Moreover reverend brothers are coming from the church to read books for us. All students with disabilities got lap tops with special soft ware was donated by a doctor.
There are a number of visually handicapped students in the Arts Faculty and there are lots of books in the library that blind students can use

Head of the department taught me a lot.

Participants mentioned that moving to a university to pursue their undergraduate education brought them enlightenment and "added knowledge."

I was the only disabled student in the Law Faculty. Through screen readers I was able to read a number of books. Staff and friends helped me a lot to read hard cover books. In the first year, I was able to get the second highest score in the batch. Finally I became the top of the batch.

I was selected to the Law Faculty of one University. There I got Second Class Upper

Students with visual impairments have unique educational needs which are most effectively met using a team approach of professionals, parents and peers.
Conclusion

Results of this study conclude that participants’ understanding of their blindness and low vision as normal for them. However, it should also be noted that these two students had coped well with their studies and passed their examinations on time. They acknowledged the importance of their family in contributing to their early educational success. Mother is significant to them as a capacity building agent who helped them to carry out their studies in the inclusive setup as supportive external conditions for goal attainment. There were good school-based peer support systems and teacher advocacy to both of them. Supportive peers and professors, being well-integrated and supported by Departments helped to achieve success for these two students at the universities. They viewed university education and the acquisition of knowledge as forms of self-realization. The fact that they were able to study and pass their examinations is a sign of institutional support and the positive attitude of faculty and peers as Fichten, 2009; and Roy, 2000 mentioned. Two participants believed their blindness as a strength and see themselves as strong persons capable of achieving much. This study concluded that blind and low vision students were more likely to succeed academically when they experience a sense of connectedness with the family, peers and  teachers and as well as skills of self-management and one person who significance to them.
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