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Abstract

Television plays a tremendous role in today’s society where information and communication technology has taken a lot of space in our everyday lives. The way a parent mediate a child’s television use greatly affects them, as family communication plays an important role in a child’s life. This study is an adaptation from Kamarudin, Wong & Western Michigan University’s (2010) research, where it looked at the uses of television within the family in a Malaysian context. The study by Kamarudin et al. (2010) found that Malay parents mediate children’s television usage by using religion in almost all aspects of mediation. The study also found that parents in Malaysia view television as an educational tool. It would be a great in-depth study to compare the previous study to the new sample of participants, which could be beneficial to the special education community. This study is a phenomenology case study, on ten Malaysian parent of blind or low vision children. Parents were recruited through purposeful sampling. Semi structured interviews were conducted on parents as well as observations on the children while watching television. Focus group interviews were also conducted on teachers for blind/low vision. The purpose of this research is to see how television is used and monitored in the homes of blind or low vision children compared to the way parents monitored their children with normal vision in other studies. It is also to see how television could help low vision and blind children.

Introduction

Problem Statement

According to Luckner, Bruce and Ferrell (2015), students with visual impairment’s education has always been dependent on having accessibilities to prints, or finding alternative modalities to provide equivalencies in attaining information. Not having access to information to hold their attention could lead to children having difficulties later on in their schooling years (Arter & Mason, 1994). Having access to attain information is extremely important, especially to blind children as the development depends almost every aspect on vision, while those who can see might take these information process for granted (Cass, 1998). Television plays a tremendous role in today’s society where information and communication technology has taken a lot of space in our everyday lives. Utilizing television as a communication tool could have a positive impact on children’s development. This study strives to look at how television could help children who are low vision or blind in terms of their development, and whether or not parental mediation plays a role in this development.

Literature Review

Family Communications and Media

Several types of studies are referred to when it comes to family communications and the media, and how this could affect the family life. Kubey and Csikszentmihalyi (1990) has said in their article that the history of mankind has always been linked to the development of communication where it is vital for humans to process the development of the developing world.

Numbers of information and communication technologies has taken a staggering amount of time and space in the mass media communication and television also serves a much bigger function in today’s world. According to Morley and Silverstone (1990), television is not only used as a broadcasting tool but also for a variety of uses which includes entertainment and informational services. Agrawal (2006) mentioned in his study that the media and telecommunications have emerged to provide integrated methods of information and distribution at an extremely high speed for multiple purpose of usage which includes research, education and recreation. 

Usually there are two types of media that are referred to (1) the broadcast media, which consists of television, internet and the radio, (2) print media which consists of newspapers and magazines. As it is a little difficult for the blind to have access to newspapers and magazines that they are able to read, the study literature focuses on the media that are accessible to them which are the broadcast media. While media is everywhere and is used for a variety of different reasons, there are still positive and negatives outcomes to each type media consumption. 

Media is so ingrained in people’s daily lives that positive or negative outcomes are sometimes secondary and sometimes people tend to overlook the outcomes. Studies conducted by Lull (1980) mentioned that television could enhance the family communication and that it could be seen as something positive because families could open up and talk about what they have seen on television. People would also feel less lonely when there is television in the background, as they would not feel as alone, and not out of place as they would be able to join a conversation if they have seen what others have seen. 

In the homes of seeing children, they spend almost six and a half hours each day on different types of media. In Vangelisti’s (2004) study, it was found that the television usually occupies the central space in the main gathering area, and from this it is an integral part of the family life. Due to this reason too, parents have been concerned about possible negative side effects from the media and how it influences children’s daily lives (Fujioka & Austin, 2002).

Since television has become central to the everyday life, its contribution to the significance in the modernized society is limitless, which has caused multiple studies in multiple disciplines looking at how television’s functions affects those around it. Many scholars such as Fujioka & Austin (2002),  Tims & Masland (1985), Fallis (1982), Morgan, Alexander, Shanahan & Harris (1990), Kubey & Csikszentmihalyi, (1990), Hooghe (2002), Lull (1980), to name a few have focused on television and how it affects communication in the family environment, but very little studies on the effect of television on blind/low vision children.
Kubey & Csikszentmihalyi (1990) has found that almost all television watching happens in the respondents’ home (92.7%) or at relative or friend’s home (6.1%). Usually a total of 25% of time spent at home is spent on watching television, where seventy five percent of viewing occurred in a living or dining room, 12.7% in a bedroom, 4.3% in a kitchen, and 5.6% in “other” rooms. Times spent in front of the television has also been associated with attitudinal changes, where some of them consisted of negative relations, possibly developing specific value patterns among its audiences (Hooghe, 2002). 

Mannerism

Repetitive, stereotyped behavior such as rocking of the body, poking of the eye or manipulation of light was once referred to as “blindism” but is now not considered appropriate as autistic children and children with apparent behaviors also show these behaviors (Erchul & Turner, 1987). Environmental factors and ways of upbringing might also contribute to these behaviors (Abang, 1985). These stereotyped behaviors have been known to occur more in blind or children with visual impairment (Fazzi, Lanners, Danova, Ferrari-Genevra, Gheza, Luparia, Balottin & Lanzi, 1999).

Vision impacts almost every aspect of the human development. The sounds we hear, and how those sounds are localized and how we learn to appreciate the permanence of objects in our surroundings are attributed to vision, or what we see. The task of attaching words to meanings could also be quite difficult if we are unable to see. The rate to which children achieve specific motor, cognitive and language milestones are also greatly contributed to their visual impairments (Cass, 1998).  Various authors (Jones, Smith, Hensley-Maloney & Gansle, 2015; Akakandelwa & Munsanje, 2011) have highlighted the linkage between visual impairment with learning difficulties. Babies with visual impairment will not have the same experience as babies who are normal. Babies with visual impairment will not have the same imperatives for exploration and discovery as the normal babies. These might be stressful times for parents as their babies might not smile back, but rather just gaze at the parents or not smile when hearing the voices of their parents (Cass, 1998). The babies’ inability to respond to the parents’ smile or coaxing could lead to bonding difficulties. Parents might interpret babies’ of response and lack of facial expressions as lack of response which could also lead to decreased interaction between them and the child, which could have a huge implication on the child’s growth and development (Erchul & Turner, 1987). Erchul and Turner (1987) also mentioned in their study that providing stimulation and enrichment is important for children’s development and that early intervention should be conducted for children who show development delays. Parents are advised to provide learning experience for their child and help them interpret and integrate experiences throughout. 

Methodology

This research utilized a qualitative phenomenology approach as it looked at the shared lived experiences of the participants as well as those around them.

Subjects

There were two different subjects recruited for this study, (1) the parents of the low vision/blind children, and (2) teachers of special education children. Purposive sample was used as the sampling method because the researcher wanted participants who could yield relevant information, which is the case for the parents and teachers. There were 10 low vision/ blind children identified from various schools and their parents were contacted to participate in the study. Four students were from the Melaka State, two from Penang, two from Pahang, and two from Perak. Samples were collected from different states to see how the experience of television vary from one family to another and whether or not the different regions affect them differently. Age of the low vision/blind children ranged from 7 to 15 years old.
The research question that would guide this research are:
The research question that would guide this study are:

RQ1: 
How does parental mediation influence relational closeness for parents and children?
RQ2: What are the benefits found from television viewing for low vision or blind children in Malaysia?

Measures and Procedures

Parents were first contacted after retrieving their contact numbers from the school principals. They were asked if they would like to participate in the study, and a brief introduction of the study was explained to them. A meeting then was set up with the parents to read over the consent letter and explain the procedures of the study. The low vision/blind children were recorded while they watched television, and the parents were interviewed using a semi structured interview format.

After all the interviews with the parents were conducted, a focus group interview with the four low vision/blind teachers from one school was conducted. This is so that the teachers are freer to talk, and that they could help each other recall certain incidents. 

Analysis

The interviews and videos were coded by each participant as each case, and then the similarities between the participants were extracted for themes, along with their unique individual essences. Two from the ten participants were total blind, whereas the other eight were low vision children, ranging from very low to those who can see if it were very close up. There were a couple of emergent themes that arose from the data collected which were: television as an educational tool, mannerism, and radio usage. The themes are listed in the order that is important to the participants. Here are the different themes found:

Table 1

Themes and Explanation of Themes

	Themes
	Explanation of Themes

	Television as an educational tool.
	Television was seen as something that could help their children education wise.

	Mannerism 
	Ways that their children have behaved presently or in the past that had something to do with rocking of the body, or pressing of the eye.

	Radio as another source of information
	Sometimes the radio is preferred as they do not have access to television or it is easier with the radio.


In descending order, the themes that were found to be the most important are television as an educational tool, mannerism, sound dependent, and radio usage. Subthemes for television as an educational tool are religious study, television as a communication tool, sound dependent and good memory.

In television as an educational tool, participants talked about how television helped educate their children. Academically, there are certain channels that help students learn subjects and this can help maintain their focus, but television usage was extended to other aspects as well. They talked about how their children learn shapes and colors by looking at the television, although it is hard for them to actually see the television, the children would still bring their faces close to the television to get a grasp of what is going on, and see the colors. Television was also used as an exposure system to educate their children, as it is quite tough to bring blind or low vision children out into the jungle and other places that parents found to be unsuitable for them. Through television, their children are able to understand by listening what happens at these places, and imagine for themselves. The teachers’ statement in the focus group interview also supported that television is an educational tool as it keeps them up to date with the current news, as most of the homework or exams depend on current news. Some of the students who live in hostels find it difficult to do their essays sometimes because the question requires them to talk about current news, and they are unable to do so due to them not being allowed to bring in radios, and cannot watch the television as they will fight with the deaf kids in the hostel over programs to watch.

The teachers also described that the stories from the television keeps their attention and that they are able to follow along with what’s going on. Though sometimes they will constantly ask what is going on and what is happening. The teachers talked about the time they brought the students to see Jungle Book the Movie at a cinema, and some of the low vision children, who can see some things, kept on asking what’s happening because it is unclear, but it disturbs the totally blind children who can’t see but want to hear everything that is happening.

From the focus group interviews, the teachers also mentioned the difference in performance of two blind students, where one stays at home and the other is staying in a hostel. The student who is staying at home is doing much better compared to the one who is staying in the hostel. This might be because she has multiple sources of news/information that she has access to compare to the other, who is not even allowed to bring a radio and they cannot read newspapers as there are no braille newspapers available to them.

A subtheme for television as an educational tool is religious studies. Here, parents talked about how their children were interested in religious studies, listening to speeches, and listening to people read the Al Qur’an on the television. From this, their children are able to memorize the Qur’an on their own. Some of them even aspire to go to a special school after completing their primary education because of this to learn more about Islam.

Another subtheme for television as an educational tool is television as a communication tool where children are able to interact with their family members to ask about what is happening and what those loud sounds or sounds that are unfamiliar to them are. The participants described that they would usually explain what the sounds are, such as a car crash, and then describe to them what a car crash is, as it is hard for them to imagine something they cannot see. One of the participants talked about how he explained to his sister what a rollercoaster is as she heard it on television and does not know what is, and why the sound is so odd. Television is seen as a communication tool not only because it brings the family together, but also because it is seen as a source of information for the child to absorb.

Sound dependent and good memory is also another subtheme for television as an educational tool because through listening to the sounds from the television, the children are able to comprehend what is happening and learn from it. Parents describe that their children are more attuned to sound and that they are able to recognize most of the television personalities’ voices and that they know who are acting and what shows are on. Almost all ten parents described their children having good memory and could memorize the things that they see on television. 

Mannerism was another prominent theme found in this study. Eight out of the ten children actually displayed signs of either mannerism, blindism or both during their younger years. Some parents talked about their children liked to press their eyes when they are sitting alone, some describe their child spinning or rocking on their own, and some describe their child shaking their heads. As there are not many schools that specializes in low vision/blind in Malaysia, students who live far away would usually stay in hostels in order to be able to attend these specialized schools.  One of the participants noticed how their daughter would usually display signs of mannerism when she comes back from school/hostel for the holidays maybe due to the lack of communication tools available to her, as students are not allowed to bring phones and radios to the hostels. The shaking of the head would stop when she is at home and has access to television, radio or phones, as it keeps her occupied and she is able to hear what is going on around her. 

Radio as another source of information was mentioned by nine out of the ten participants. Parents talked about how sometimes the radio was used as it is easier for their children to follow along, as there are more songs, and there is a program on the radio that is especially for the blind. The teachers’ focus group interview supported this theme as they talked about how some of the students that have difficulty in learning, even in the simplest things would pay attention when the teacher switches on the radio. They will get excited and pay attention to what’s on the radio. Radios and televisions are seen as a source of information for these children. It helps them to imagine what is happening through description and storytelling, as it is sometimes impossible for parents/teachers to talk about or explain everything in the world.

Discussion

Parents for low vision/blind children did not monitor their children’s television viewing as much as the parents in Kamarudin et al. (2010) study. This might be due to the fact that parents might look at television as an educational tool as this seems to be the main theme in this study compared to Kamarudin et al.’s (2010) paper where the prominent theme was religion. While there was a religious subtheme in this study, it was not as prominent as in the last study, and it is secondary to education. In this study, parents were more concerned on their children’s learning and how television could be used as a tool to absorb information. Parents also leave the television on most of the time. There are also some differences in this study as most of the students in this study stay in hostels and are not at home as much. Radios were also seen to be an important source of information for the blind/ low vision children. 

Almost all of the parents did agree with television being an educational and useful tool for their children as it helps by not isolating the children. This would link to what Erchul and Turner (1987) mentioned in their study where the development of children is dependent on how they interact with their family. Television is not just seen as an educational tool in this study, but is also a communication tool, where the children ask their family members what is going on and why are certain things happening.
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