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In this US study, the researchers investigated the lifestyles of a select group of academically capable students. They confirmed the students’ academic capability by their school grades (75% of the students were making mostly As in school, while most of the rest were making Bs) and that all were strong braille readers and writers. Previous research of the lifestyles of youth with visual impairments (all conducted with heterogeneous groupings of students, including those with substantially weaker academic skills) demonstrated that many of the individuals were at risk for failure in a number of areas: Participation in activities of daily living, social engagement, use of technology, and involvement in work-related activities (Kef, 1997; Kelly & Wolffe, 2012; Shaw, Gold, & Simson, 2005; Newman, Wagner, Cameto, Knokey, & Shaver, 2010; Sacks, Wolffe, & Tierney, 1998).  The investigators wanted to see if those earlier results would hold true when the participants were a homogeneous group of academically capable students. The research questions the authors asked were:
1. Is there agreement among students, their teachers of students with visual impairments (TVIs), and the students’ parents with respect to the students’ use of technology, level of social engagement, and performance in activities of daily living? And, do these responses vary by student age group – younger (9 to 13 years old) versus older (15 to 19 years old)?
2. What do the students, the students’ TVIs, and parents think the students will be doing following high school (attending postsecondary training, university, working, etc.)? And, do these responses vary by student age group – younger versus older students? 

Methodology

In order to test their hypotheses, the researchers designed five surveys from those used in previous research (Sacks, Wolffe, & Tierney, 1998; Wolffe & Sacks, 1997; Gold, Shaw, & Wolffe, 2005). The surveys focused on the following domains: Academic, including use of technology; Activities of Daily Living; Social; and Vocational. In addition, a survey was designed to capture demographic information. Parallel surveys were created for students, their parents or caregivers, and their teachers). The surveys were field tested, revised, and placed on Survey Monkey in accessible formats. Following Internal Review Board (IRB) approval, participants were recruited for the study. Initial contact with students and families was made during the 2012 Braille Challenge Finals in Los Angeles, California. Subsequent recruitment of Braille Challenge finalists and their families took place via email and telephone. Data from the surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics as well as by individual groups and triangulated to compare findings. The standard alpha level of .05 (α = .05) was used to assess if there was a significant difference between students, parents, and teachers as well as between younger and older students.  We had two equal groups of students: Ten younger students (9 to 13 years old), and ten older students (15 to 19 years old). 
Results
Demographic Information

Twenty students with visual impairments, one of their parents, and their TVIs (for a total of 60 respondents) participated in the study. Students ranged in age from 9 to 19 years of age, in grades three through freshman year in college. All of the students were educated in inclusive school programs. Two of the student participants had mild disabilities in addition to their visual impairments. Seventy percent of the students were functionally blind and 58% were female. Half of the students were younger (grades 3-7) and half older (grades 9 up). 

Research Question One Results
Technology
Agreement among students, their teachers, and their parents. We found no significant differences with the youth’s degree of technology use (that is, use of Internet and email for school-related tasks) when comparing the responses of students, their parents, and their TVIs to this survey item. However, we did find significant differences when considering the students by age groupings.  

Agreement among younger and older students. We investigated which age group reported greater use of the Internet and email for school related tasks. In this regard, the older age group (15-19 years of age) had significantly more reports of Internet and email use for school-related tasks than the younger age group (9-13 years of age).

Descriptive Results. Students, parents, and teachers agreed that most students were comfortable or very comfortable with assistive technology (85-95%). Approximately half of the students were considered comfortable with mainstream technology; however, almost a third were uncomfortable. Internet and email use was significantly different between the younger and older age groups. The latter group used both tools more than the former. Student, parent, and teacher responses were similar. Most students used the Internet for completing school-related tasks; and email to a slightly lesser extent. 

Social Engagement
Agreement among students, their teachers, and their parents. Respondents almost universally felt that these students got along well with other students the same age and that they were liked by other students. This was the case among students of all ages, their parents, and their TVIs. There were no significant differences in the measures of social engagement across groups of any kind. Friendship was investigated in terms of overall friends, sighted friends, friends who are visually impaired, and best friends without finding any significant differences among any of the groups. 

Descriptive Results. Although there were no statistically significant results regarding social engagement, there were interesting descriptive results. For instance, all of the students felt that others wanted to befriend them, while 85% of parents and 70% of teachers agreed. According to all respondents, the majority of these students had friends, both sighted and visually impaired. However nearly 80% of students and parents felt that students had best friends, yet only 50% of the teachers thought so. Likewise, students (95%) and parents (100%) felt the students’ friends understood visual impairment, but only 75% of the teachers agreed.


Of concern to the authors, 47% of students and 33% of parents felt students had been bullied, while only 25% of teachers thought so. Students (75%) and teachers (74%) felt that the students’ visual impairments did not inhibit their activities; however, parents were not so sure as only 56% indicated that their child’s visual impairment did not inhibit activities. 

Virtually none of these students had dated and only one indicated that he or she had a boy/girlfriend. Most of the students (85%), parents (100%), and teachers (75%) indicated that students spent their time out of school with parents. Fifty percent of students indicated that they spent time with friends and 49% said they spent time alone and these percentages were mirrored in the teachers’ and parents’ responses. For this item concerning how students spent their time out of school, respondents were able to choose more than one response. 

Activities of Daily Living 
Agreement among students, their teachers, and their parents. Across the wide range of activities of daily living (ADL) that were measured by the survey instrument (e.g., shop for or help with groceries, use the microwave, help with laundry, take care of personal hygiene, vacuum, wash the car, take out the trash, help with yardwork, etc.), there were no significant differences between the responses of students, teachers, and parents. 

Agreement among younger and older students. Older students appeared to be more confident than younger students when performing ADL skills and projected a slightly higher degree of confidence they would live independently; yet, only two items (choosing clothes and using the stovetop) were statistically different between the older and younger groups. In both instances, students in the older age group reported a significantly higher degree of independence than the younger age group. That is, the older age group reported significantly more confidence choosing their own clothes and using the stovetop than the younger age group. 

Descriptive Results. According to students and parents, the students’ best skills were: Personal hygiene, use of microwave, choosing their own clothes, helping with grocery shopping, preparing snacks, and picking up the mail. Their moderate skills included: Vacuuming, dusting, washing/drying dishes, preparing meals, using oven/stovetop, and taking out the trash. Their weakest skills were: Banking skills (checking, savings, credit/debit); helping with laundry; washing the car; and yard work. When asked if they contributed at home, most students (79%) responded positively; 95% of their parents agreed as did 79% of their teachers. When asked if they would live independently, most students (78%) thought so; 95% of parents and 63% of teachers agreed. Asked if they would need help to live independently, 37% of students said yes; 42% of parents and 37% of teachers agreed.

Research Question Two Results
Post High School Engagement in School and Work

To address the third research question, we first looked for significant differences in the perceptions of the respondents concerning whether students would attend a college or university following high school and second whether they would have jobs following high school. We also investigated whether there were significant differences in the responses for younger versus older students for the same queries. 

Significant differences in agreement among students, their teachers, and their parents with post high school engagement in work. The only significant difference that we found in our analysis of the third research question was among the students, their parents, and their TVIs in terms of whether or not they felt the young person would get a job post high school or not get a job post high school. The results showed that the students most often reported plans for post high school engagement in work followed by the parents and then the teachers. There was a significant difference between the following groups, as described below. 
· Students vs. teachers and parents vs. teachers: The results of these analyses revealed a significant difference between the students’ and teachers’ as well as the parents’ and teachers’ perception of the students getting a job post high school. From this data, it can be concluded that the students were significantly more likely to report that they thought they would get a job post high school than the teachers and parents were significantly more likely to report that the students would get a job post high school than the teachers

· There was no significant difference between the following respondents: students vs. parents. The results of these analyses revealed no significant difference between the students’ and parents’ perceptions of the students getting a job post high school. 
Descriptive Results. According to all of the respondents, these students were expected to attend college or university following high school. However, only students (74%) consistently identified job outcomes in their futures. Fifty-five percent of parents also identified job outcomes in the students’ futures, but only 21% of teachers did so. All of these details concerning postsecondary outcomes are reported in Table 1. It is important to note that the respondents could choose more than one outcome in response to this query.

Table 1. Anticipated Postsecondary Outcomes 

	Anticipated Postsecondary Outcomes
	Respondents*

	
	Students
	Parents
	Teachers

	
	%
	n
	%
	n
	%
	n

	2-year college
	5%
	1
	6%
	1
	5%
	1

	4-year college
	95%
	18
	94%
	17
	84%
	16

	Vocational training
	5%
	1
	0%
	0
	11%
	2

	Job
	74%
	14
	56%
	10
	21%
	4

	Marry
	53%
	10
	44%
	8
	16%
	3

	Undecided
	11%
	2
	11%
	2
	21%
	4

	Total respondents
	
	19
	
	18
	
	19


*Note. Respondents were able to choose all applicable outcomes; therefore, percentages total more than 100.


Discussion

While previous lifestyle studies focused on students who were blind and low vision with varied academic abilities, this study provided researchers with an opportunity to examine a more homogeneous group of students who were excellent braille users and academically successful. The data confirm that these students were proficient with assistive technology and expected to further their education post high school in higher education programs. However, there was a significant difference in the respondents’ perceptions of post high school engagement related to work. Far more students and parents thought the young people in this study would move into work than did their teachers. The descriptive statistics clarify that the majority of students strongly believed they would move into jobs. All respondents agreed that the students would pursue postsecondary studies, but without the linkage to work that effort may be less than adequate to ensure successful employment outcomes. 

Although there were not many appreciable differences between the older and younger students, the older students appeared to be more confident than younger students when performing ADL skills and projected a slightly higher degree of confidence that they would live independently – these differences were statistically significant only in that the older age group reported more confidence choosing their own clothes and using the stovetop than the younger age group. These age-related differences were also apparent in that the older age group of students had significantly more reports of Internet and email use for school related tasks than the younger age group did. Finally, there was consensus between the respondents that these students were less confident in the use of mainstream technology than they were with assistive technology and that is a finding that could impact the students’ ability to move successfully into adult life.

Study Limitations

This was a convenience sample of students who volunteered from the National Braille Challenge finals, their parents, and their teachers. Despite attempts by the researchers to collect data in a systematic and structured manner, participants’ responses were by self-report and based on their perceived views. The use of Survey Monkey or telephone interviews allowed for questions to be similar across all three groups, but an individual’s knowledge or firsthand view of a student’s skill level was of necessity based on perception rather than fact. Another limitation is that while the data were triangulated across three separate groups, the sample size was relatively small. Therefore, the generalization of findings is limited. However, it is important to note that despite the limitations addressed in this study, previous research studies have yielded a number of similar outcomes. 

Implications for Practice

Although there are limitations with the present study, its findings provide some food for thought for practitioners concerning students with visual impairments who are academically successful yet may require additional support. 
· While students are introduced to an array of assistive technology devices, they also need to familiarized with mainstream technology that will allow them greater access to academic and work-related activities. 

· Teachers may want to spend more time discussing student expectations for life beyond high school, both with individual students and their families: what jobs do they want to purse, how will their postsecondary goals further their career aspirations, and do they have the skills they will need to make themselves marketable.

· Another interesting finding was that almost half of the students’ parents reported that they also knew braille, which may be a contributing factor to their children’s academic success. Practitioners may want to consider expanding offerings which include braille instruction for parents.

Implications for Further Research

The findings presented in this study provide a solid foundation for further research. This study captured insights into the lives of academically successful students who are blind. However, more in-depth analysis is needed to clearly understand the findings from each set of surveys: academic, activities of daily living, social, and vocational; and to determine whether the results reflect successful engagement across the domains. In subsequent studies, it might be interesting to compare and contrast outcomes across different groups of students with visual impairments.     

[NB: The authors would like to acknowledge the contributions of Sharon Z. Sacks, California School for the Blind, and Nancy Niebrugge, Braille Institute, to the reported research effort.]
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