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THE INFLUENCE OF VARIABLE PSYCHO-SOCIAL SELF-CONCEPT IN THE SCHOOL PERFORMANCE OF THE BLIND AND/OR VISUALLY IMPAIRED
INTRODUCTION


The purpose of this communication is to expound the importance that, for us, the analysis of the question such as the self-concept the pupils with Special Educational Needs (hereinafter SEN) have associated with blindness and/or Visual Impairment (hereinafter VI), and the relation of this psycho-social variable with academic performance. This is due to the decisive character that each pupil in general, and for those of ours in particular, have not only the knowledge of the real situation of the social dynamics in the education process, but also the detection of the effects that these social aspects exercise on the attitude of success or failure of the pupils during said educational process. The final aim of this communication would be the search of solutions and orientations that allow for a better and true integration of the blind and VI pupil in the ordinary educational environment, in areas to achieve full normality and personal independence of the subject where their own characteristics or peculiarities have to be respected.


In this work we shall be spelling out the ground rules in which the integration of SEN pupils are supported and, in turn, references to these rules towards the psycho-social variables which have to be used to ease said integration. We shall make an effort of synthesis at the moment of setting down a significant definition of the self-concept construct, its principle exponents and the characteristics of same that we have chosen as a theoretical bench mark reference for our investigation. 


We shall try to go into the reality in which the blind or VI pupil lives, the difficulties that they have at the moment of putting over their own self image and/or  self concept in a medium not exactly loaded with facilities, where the constant inter-relation with their peers, parents, teachers...,etc continually throws messages at them that, many times, are far from contributing to the attainment of a positive image, more likely showing up the aspects least favourable, achieving a progressive deterioration of the perception of themselves and, therefore of their personality. 


We should like to stop briefly and show the relationship that the construct of self-concept has with another variable, such as the academic performance, which we consider to be of vital importance for our pupils, since scholastic success or failure leads to other successes and failures. We can say, in this sense, that each subject acts or performs, not by what he or she is, but by what he or she thinks he or she is.


 In this way, the distribution of this communication by sections will be as follows:

•
Basis of rules in which the integration is supported. References to the self-concept of oneself or psycho-social variables.

•
 Definition and characteristics of the self-concept. 

•
Difficulties of the blind or VI pupil at the moment of integrating him/herself in an ordinary school. Influences of the other meaningful things at the point of forming the self-concept. 

•
 Relationship self-concept /academic performance.

1. BASIS OF RULES IN WHICH THE INTEGRATION IS SUPPORTED. REFERENCES TO THE SELF-CONCEPT.

With the coming into force a decade ago of the Organic Law (Law regarding rights and freedoms) 1/1990 of 3rd October for the General Organising of the Educational System, a complete restructuring of the Spanish educational system was started which goes much beyond its structure and has as its base a change of attitudes and principles. This means, a new educational philosophy that supports a pedagogic model more in touch with the real times and tries to give a response adjusted to the educational needs of each pupil separately, and as a whole, as integral members in a scholastic institution which is born and is developed in a measured context, to sum up in a specific society.


The Law for the General Organisation of the Educational System (LOGSE) (1990) takes in the conception and terminology of the Warnock Report reflected in the White paper for the Educational System Reform and legislates everything in reference to Special Education -Articles 36 and 37 of Chapter Five of the Preliminary Title -.


The term SEN was born out of the cradle of the Salamanca World Conference in June 1994. This conference was held under the title of World Conference for Special Educational Needs: Access and Quality. In said conference the Salamanca Declaration was drawn up. In the framework of the action that this declaration develops, it was proposed as the main guide that all schools must take in all children, without regard to their physical, intellectual, social, emotional, linguistic or other characteristics. 


The term SEN refers to all children and young people whose needs arise from their capacity or their learning difficulties. Many children have learning difficulties and therefore have, special educational needs at some point in their schooling.. (Point 3 of the  Introduction to the Action Framework,).


In the Royal Decree 696/95 of 28th April, for the Organisation of the Education of Pupils with Special Educational Needs, it is noted that there is a great interest in resorting to a classification of SEN and of the pupils that require it with the aim of being able to plan the means and actions. 


In our country, from 1970, with the General Education Law, a long road has been travelled up to the enactment of the LOGSE. A series of events have occurred that mark out a clear evolution, from segregation to formulas which are highly normal and, that do not conceive anything other than, one school for all.


In article 49 of our Magna Carta the term integration already appears. The National Plan for Special Education of 1979 introduces into our country, the philosophy of normalisation. Deriving from this we have the Principle of School Integration, the Sectorization of services and the Individualisation of the Teaching. Along this line we can quote the Law 13/1982 of 7th April, of Social Integration of Disadvantaged Persons and the Royal Decree 334/1985 of 6th March, for the Organisation of Special Education, which applies and develops, in the educational environment,  the principle enacted in the preceding law. The Organic Law for the General Organisation of the Educational System 1/1990 of 3rd October, consecrates the previously introduced principles which were already within the framework of the LOGSE, the Organic Law  9/95 of 20th November, which refers to the Participation, the Evaluation and the Government of Educational Establishments must be pointed out. Later on, the Order of 14th February 1996, by which the procedures for the carrying out of the psycho-pedagogic evaluation and the judgement of the schooling of the pupils with SEN is regulated. 


On going fully into the theme of integration, we shall focus our attention on section 2 of the Salamanca Declaration, which makes reference to the fact that people with SEN must have access to ordinary schools, being integrated in a pedagogy capable of satisfying their needs. With luck, these integrated schools will fight against discriminatory attitudes. We should like to make a relationship between this assumption and with one of the essential aims of our work, that of analysing the self-concept that blind and VI children schooled in ordinary centres have, in the system of school integration. 


We are of the opinion along with Marchesi that for these principles of integration to be successful, it is necessary to start convincing actions aimed at modelling a new die with educational aspects so decisive such as the training of the teachers, the organisation of the curriculum, the assignment of resources for the development of programmes and, very importantly, the social awareness towards the problems of the most disadvantaged. 


And so, in spite of the kindness of the integration principles, daily practice and the observation of the entering of our blind and VI pupils in the school environment, brings us to confirm that the arrival of our children at their school is not, without obstacles on too many occasions. Our reference pupil does not always find the land sown with understanding, the care or interest and solidarity of teachers and school friends, but instead a space is found with multiple hurdles, whose heights, on occasions are too great, and become so difficult to overcome, that on more occasions than one would wish, the pupil stops along the road feeling small, a failure and, to sum up, with an image of him or herself made worse by the feeling of inferiority to the rest of the school mates.


Reality shows us that in the centres within the world of education, integration has been well written into legal documents, but in practice suffers from good planning. This lack of planning brings about difficulties in personal and social development of our blind and VI pupil, which in principle could mean an opportunity for a rich interaction of our pupils with their peers in a comfortable environment becoming an unfortunate experience in a hostile environment. The proximity of some pupils with others does not imply that our pupils are automatically accepted by their fellow pupils, against this, quite frequently, an increase in the prejudice and rejection. Even more, in the classroom of a centre, the integration becomes a success and more beneficial for everyone and, in particular, for the pupil with SEN, in our case associated with blindness and VI. We are of the opinion that it is essential to take into account those processes of social comparison to which the pupils are subjected and which become a source of information for the development of a feeling of self-efficiency. The fact that our pupils are subjected to experiences of failure and situations of continuous inferiority in respect of their peers, affects in a determining way the self-concept that they have.


To sum up, and in support of the work of Marchesi, Verdugo and others, our pupils which are schooled in normal classrooms have, in general, a lower socio-metric status, less communication skills and a worse self-esteem than the pupils without difficulties. It will be advisable and necessary to start programmes aimed at the development, not only for social skills for all pupils with or without SEN, but also programmes for the development of how pupils with these needs see themselves. These programmes and others aimed at the development of psycho-social variables in the environment of education will have to contribute to a better and true integration of the blind child in an ordinary classroom and a greater interaction of them with their peers.


Finally, in spite of sharing with Gresham that integration is based on mistaken suppositions; and supporting Marchesi, Verdugo, Arias, and others that integration has its difficulties and that it is essential to lessen deficiencies and lacks, such as the lack of specific training of the teachers in the classroom, the negative attitude of them with our blind pupils, the absence in the ordinary schools of a structure appropriate for pupils with difficulties, the lack of resources, etc. We think that these arguments must guide us to the reflection on principles that justify Educational Integration for the purpose of planning educational actions in order to try to lessen the negative effects that might arise, to envisage the mistakes, overcome limitations with the aim of achieving a quality  education for all, without detriment to the Specific Centres in circumstances where they are required, whose challenge is the fullest development of the potential of the blind and VI pupil, their true personal and social development. 

2. DEFINITION AND CHARACTERISTICS OF SELF CONCEPT


In order to talk of the self-concept we must move away from the eclectic focus based on the model proposed by Shavelson, Hubner and Stanton. Our focus is eclectic because we put great importance on the individual origin of the self-concept, on one hand; whilst on the other, the contribution is made very clear of the origins of the other meanings, the support and the attribution styles. Consequently we can establish the following definition: The self-concept is how a person perceives him or her self. Said perception is formed through interactions that we make about experiences that happen to us and is especially influenced by the evaluations that are made of other meaningful things, by the efforts and by the contributions that we make on our own conduct. 

In the model proposed by Shavelson, Hubner and Stanton we can appreciate the following characteristics that might be of interest to us; it is multi dimensional, its organisation is hierarchical. The self-concept in general is stable, descriptive and of evaluation. 



In the research project in which we are at present working about the self-concept that blind and VI children and teenagers have of themselves in the educational environment  of  Extremadura and Andalusia (area of influence of  Seville ERC) amongst other objectives we are trying to carry out a comparison of the self-concept that blind and VI pupils have, when they are in "integrated and non integrated ordinary centres " and those pupils lacking this sensorial disadvantage. The present studies point towards the consideration that SEN as a risk factor is at the moment suffering from a negative self-concept. And even more, it seems to be that the framework of schooling, influences in a decisive way, the self-concept amongst the SEN pupils. 

3. DIFFICULTIES OF THE BLIND AND VI PUPIL AT THE MOMENT OF INTEGRATING IN THE ORDINARY SCHOOL. INFLUENCES OF THE OTHER MEANINGFUL THINGS AT THE POINT OF BUILDING THE SELF-CONCEPT. 


We think like Monjas and Verdugo (1992) that the co-existence of disadvantage or deficiencies and educational failure is an indicator of the possible lack of alignment in the development of the body image and social competence. The pupils with SEN are, from this point of view, failure candidates in the development of their esteem and social relationships. Therefore, our blind and VI pupils show a lack in their visual perception or serious alterations in same, at the moment of meeting, inter-relating with the world and with the people around them. This deficit or visual lack can be considered as sufficient cause to consider the person who suffers it, a high risk subject at the moment of suffering from some type of deficit in the “typical” variables of personal and social development, amongst these the self-concept is included. 


On the other hand, in regard to the present studies which we have checked referring to the comparison of the self-concept amongst pupils with SEN schooled in ordinary centres compared with those that are in specific centres, we find it interesting to quote the work of Coker (1979). This author makes a comparison of the self-concept of oneself between these two groups of pupils. The results indicate significantly higher marks for those pupils schooled in specific centres. 


It came as a surprise in our check of the previous research to have found an almost complete lack of works in which the results show a more positive development of the self-concept in the pupils integrated in ordinary centres. However when our research project is carried out we will be able to contribute a scientific  opinion with results of the empirical data and from observation.


Now is the moment to ask ourselves what factors have an effect on the self-concept that our blind and VI pupils have. We share the opinion of Díaz-Aguado (1992) about the existence of three basic educational conditions that have a building influence in the schooling years. These are:

1) The interaction with other meaningful things, the parents, the teachers and the school friends are the ones that stand out.

2) The process of comparison with friends.

3) The experiences of success and failure in the different dimensions of the school life. 


In this study we are going to focus on the first educational condition


In the schooling framework the pupils come under the influence of teachers, parents and friends. The perceptions that the important figures contribute to our blind and VI pupils are marked by the attitudes of acceptation and/or rejection towards their difficulties.


As we noted down previously, experience comes to show the unwanted reality that there are teachers that consider visual deficiency as a stigma which disqualifies our pupil from carrying out certain activities, negatively influencing the acceptance in the ordinary classroom. The negative connotations with which the teacher of the classroom welcomes the blind pupil in turn induces the rejection on the part of the class mates.


We have seen in practical education that when the class teacher has a high level of expectation of a blind pupil, the teacher tends to transmit this in an implicit way, showing confidence in the pupil’s possibilities. Amongst our pupils we see few cases of this type. In present cases it is common for it to be shown that the teacher directs him/herself to them frequently. He/she poses difficult questions in class, they are given more difficult responsibilities, and they are encouraged when they make a mistake by telling them that it is not important that they are wrong as they normally do well.. It is easy to conclude that this type of situation contributes in shaping a positive self-concept of oneself.


On the contrary, in the greater part of our blind and VI pupils the unfortunate fact is frequently repeated that the teacher/tutor shows a high level of expected failure, giving over a highly pessimistic expectation of his/her possibilities, not worrying too much about the motivation towards the tasks. This attitude of the teacher as a prophecy of what will be carried out has a great impact on the performance of the pupil whose self-concept goes on to build a serious deterioration. Therefore we can say that observation of the teacher constitutes some importance in regard to the self-concept that the pupils have.


We consider, in this sense, that the educational administration should take the attitude of the teacher more into account, since it is probable that said attitude positively varies when counting on instructive strategies, resources and sufficient support to perform his/her work. ONCE makes significant efforts in so far as the supply of human resources and materials for the purpose of improving the quality of the training and education of blind and VI children.


In regard to the inter-reaction of the parents with their blind or visually impaired children we have seen through experience at meetings, schools for parents or equally in direct contact with each family, on more occasions than we would like, the parents form even more negative images than the opinion that the children have of themselves, generating a series of expectations of frustration that can have an effect on the psycho-social development of the children. 


We can say that the model of inter-reaction between parents and blind children is subject to certain imbalances due to the fact that the parents anxiously face up to the education of their child which has visual impairment. 


Following the line of Verdugo, we also think that the parents of a blind child show evidence of attitudes of over indulgence, over protection and greater rejection than with their children who can see. We see that the family that receives a blind baby shows problems and emotional imbalances which upset the family organisation; a situation which demands rapid intervention on the part of the multi-disciplinary teams that help with the acceptance of the blindness of their child. On occasions, we find that in a family, evidence is seen that the blind child is seen as such a problem that the parents adopt an attitude of denial; this attitude of avoidance prevents an early adequate intervention. Also in contra, it happens that the parents feel incapable of facing up to the education of their blind child and delegate their responsibility to the experts. All these anxiety signs of the parents contribute to the negative appreciation in respect of their children; a situation which logically contributes to the child with visual impairment building a negative self-concept. 

The existence of these possible patterns of inter-reaction which contribute to holding back the personal and social development of the pupil with serious visual impairment makes us look at an exhaustive analysis, the results of which allow us to start specific programmes and actions which help the parents to face up to and overcome the difficult but exciting task of bringing up a blind or seriously visually impaired child, the aim being that we achieve a more independent and happier blind child.


On the other hand, now we must tackle the inter-reactions of the blind and VI pupils with their peers or class mates. We have to confirm that in the schooling of our pupils there is a series of peculiarities in the inter-reactions with their school mates which have to be taken into account as a result of their influence in the development of the self-concept. We find that our blind and VI pupils in the majority are neither appreciated, accepted or chosen as friends; they develop low levels of inter-reaction with their school mates and do not copy the behaviour of their peers without VI (Gresham, 1987).

To sum up, the situation of low socio-metric status, low level of inter-reaction with their school mates and the lack of social skills of blind and VI pupils in regard to their “normal” school mates, has been shown by Verdugo and col. (1996). These authors are of the opinion that VI pupils are chosen significantly less, more rejected, the object of less positive assessments and, especially, of more negative assessments than their school mates without disadvantage. 


The greater part of the studies coincide in the opinion that the school adaptation depends to a large degree on the relations that the pupils have with their school mates. When the pupil is accepted, the school becomes a source of emotional support; on the contrary, when the pupil is rejected, the school becomes a source of stress and educational maladjustment. The rejection by school mates predicts lack of performance and a giving up on education (Díaz-Aguado, 1995). Therefore, success in the process of integration and adaptation in school in a blind or VI child is one element, as in any other child, of great importance for the personal, social and work development of the pupils for their future adult life. 

4. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SELF-CONCEPT AND ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE

There have been a number of studies which try to sort the type of relationship that exists between both constructs. In this work we are going to focus on a brief reference to the research carried out by GONZALEZ PIENDA (1993) and NUÑEZ-PEREZ (1992) considering them as precedents of the maximum interest. It also requires that there is no relative research to the relationship self-concept /academic performance amongst blind and visually impaired pupils. 


Generally the self-concept /academic performance are found to be related. The authors have obtained empirical evidence that the relationship is uni-directional, and that the self-concept has a significant effect on the academic performance and not the opposite. The relationship increases as the pupil gets older. If, in the first years, the school results have an influence on the self-concept, from the age of 12 onwards it is the self-concept that has an immediate effect on the academic performance; especially in teenagers, the influence that the self-concept exercises on the academic performance is very significant.


Along with the authors quoted, we think that in the younger children, positive comments (you are very good) or negative (you don’t understand anything) bring about encouragement or discouragement in the pupil and even more, taking into account that the teacher figure is very important at that age since the capacity for analysis and reasoning is increased, likewise the emotional component of the self-concept, this is a factor which is basic for the integration of the personality. 


The evaluation of the image of oneself will have a positive effect not only on the acquisition of knowledge, but also on the development of the feeling of security and value, which undoubtedly contribute to the integral development as a person. 


 In the research work in which we are involved, in addition to analysing the self-concept the blind or VI pupil has in respect to his/her school mates without SEN, we are trying to make a relationship between the self-concept and the academic performance of our pupils. 


In so far as the theoretical framework, in this work we shall take the model proposed by Shavelson, Hubner and Staton (1976) as a reference.  Likewise we shall try to provide data on the validity of same, at the same time as offering a valid instrument which will allow us to measure the self-concept of our blind and VI pupils schooled, both in ordinary centres and in specific centres. 


In tune with the current psycho-educational rulings we shall opt for a research methodology, due to the nature of the problem which we pose, inserted within the scientific paradigm based on the use of our own methods of the hypothetical-deductive focus. However, it will not stand in the way that even though our initial epistemological positioning is that described, the results of our research will take us to the solution of our hypothesis, in order later to use the most practical methods like those developed in the method of the research-action, with the aim of developing a proposal for intervention that will serve as a basis for orientation of education in practice of the professionals in the difficult task of training independent, competent students, committed to their learning. 
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