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Undoubtedly a positive reality-based concept of self – an awareness of feeling good about oneself – is perhaps the most precious quality we can give a child, yet it remains one of the most elusive and we have so often failed in this endeavour.

In many parts of the world today there are excellent integrated and segregated school programs, support services, teacher training programs, vocational training schemes and research on cognitive and developmental growth patterns in the area of visual impairment. Quite a few of those, however, focus on the emotional climate necessary to promote positive, reality-based, acceptable “self” concepts.

The focus of the present study was to compare measured self-concept and social support of the visually impaired students’ population in Bulgaria with randomly selected groups of normally sighted adolescents. Special attention was put on the effectiveness of the training sessions held and the usefulness of including group counselling of a similar type in the curriculum of the special schools for the visually impaired.

Hypotheses

1. The basic hypothesis is that there will be no significant differences in self-concept testing results between those of visually impaired and sighted adolescents. We assume however, that the similarity in results is due to the influence of two factors mutually compensating their effects: 1) Highly segregated intra-group environment in special schools; 2) Specific features of intra-individual norm of comparison in this environment. 

2. The structure of the Self-concept in visually impaired adolescents is area-specific but it is unjustified to claim the presence of a self-concept structure different from that of the normally sighted ones.

3. The self-concept in female adolescents is centered mainly in the external frame for self-comparison and depends on social network and interactions whereas in males the frame for self-comparison is confined internally, depending on personal competence and possesses instrumental characteristics.
4. In the subscale “Close friends support” the visually impaired are expected to show lower scores; this on its turn, would have a negative effect on the self-concept in those students.

5. A higher support from parents and teachers among the visually impaired students is expected.

These general research questions are elaborated into five specific research questions, which contain the operationalized aspects and characteristics, based on the theoretical framework of the thesis this paper is based upon. These specific questions functioned as a guide throughout the study:

1. To approbate Dr. Harter’s instruments (Self-perception profile and Social support scale) for use in Bulgaria both for visually impaired and normally sighted adolescents.

2. To clear up the specific structural and functional aspects of the Self-concept in visually impaired and compare it to that of normally sighted adolescents. 

3. To choose and adapt a relevant method for group counselling with visually impaired adolescents and to show the effectiveness of such training as a compliment to the standard social skills training in special schools. 

4. To provide the teachers in special schools with a set of practical advice concerning avoidance of unfavourable effects of the intra-group and intra-individual comparison phenomenon – typical for the segregated special school adolescents.

5. To analyze the type of social support in visually impaired adolescents; to compare its source profile and balance specificity with that in normally sighted ones.

Study Participants

Subjects for this research were 296 adolescents, 227 sighted adolescents in grades 8 through 12 in schools in Bulgaria and 69 visually impaired adolescents from the two schools for visually impaired children in the cities of Sofia and Varna. The distribution within the subgroup of the visually impaired children is as follows: 27 (39,1%) blind and 42 (60,9%) partially sighted. The criteria for the selection of visually impaired students were: grade (the same grades-8 through 11) and having no other impairments (and according to the classification of the World Health Organisation belonging to the category of the visually impaired). The subject pool for the group experiment consisted of 20 randomly selected visually impaired adolescents from one of the schools. Experimental and control subjects were matched as closely as possible on the basis of age, sex and visual impairments. 

The instruments used in this study are complex instruments that yield a variety of data. The empirical results were collected by means of three separate instruments:

· “Self-Perception Profile for Adolescents” – this instrument contains nine separate subscales tapping eight specific domains, as well as global self-worth. The specific domains are: Scholastic Competence, Social Acceptance, Athletic Competence, Physical Appearance, Job Competence, Romantic Appeal, Behavioural Conduct, Close Friendship and Global Self-Worth. The actual questionnaire, filled out by the adolescent, is entitled WHAT I AM LIKE. There is a teacher rating scale that parallels the self-perception profile for adolescents. For each of the specific domains, the teacher rates the adolescent’s actual behaviour in each area so we want the teacher’s independent judgement of the adolescent’s adequacy in each domain. Thus, these scores can be compared directly to the adolescent’s scores, which are calculated on the same basis. In order to calculate discrepancy scores, a separate measure of the adolescent’s important judgements must be administered. This measure, entitled HOW IMPORTANT ARE EACH OT THESE THINGS TO YOU, is included and for each of the eight domain-specific subscales, there are two items, resulting in a sixteen-item scale.

· “Social Support Scale for Children” – it taps the perceived support and regard which significant others manifest toward the self. Our goal was to identify those forms of social support that would best predict one’s sense of global self-worth as a person. Self-worth has been operationally defined as the degree to which one likes oneself as a person, likes the way one is leading one’s life, is satisfied with oneself, in general, is happy with the way one is. Items tapping this type of content make up the global self-worth subscale of the Self-perception Profile for Adolescents. The four possible sources of social support or positive regard are Parents, Teachers, Classmates and Close Friends.

The first two instruments were chosen for the purpose of that study with the permission of their author Dr. Susan Harter from the University of Denver, Colorado. Both instruments were adapted for the Bulgarian population and for the visually impaired participants. For a valid comparison of the results of sighted and visually impaired adolescents, it was necessary to make the surveys as similar as possible, so the scales were administered in groups for the sighted population and individually for the visually impaired.

· Social Skills Training – a short-term group counselling program, designed for improvement of social skills and self-concept in visually impaired adolescents, was put under consideration. There is a serious lack of methodologically sound research in the area of group counselling with the blind. The present study attempted to fill this void by objectively testing the validity and evaluating the effectiveness of the counselling program. The experiment was based on the self-concept improvement method for group counselling of visually impaired adolescents, developed by Charles Johnson in 1989. Numerous modifications had to be applied however. Some of them, such as putting additional stress on interpersonal relationships and social skills topics, the length of the group experiment, etc. proved out to be essential for the successful implementation of the method in Bulgaria. The social training consisted of 35 discussion topics, divided into 12 group meetings. Group sessions were held 3 days a week for the total period of 4 weeks.
Results

The subscale means and standard deviations on the “What I Am Like” questionnaire show the following significant differences: blind adolescents rate themselves higher in Athletic competence than the partially sighted; the normally sighted tend to rate lower their Behavioural Conduct; the visually impaired rate higher their School Competence and Close Friendship, while normally sighted feel more confident in the field of Job Competence.

The results from the Social support scale also provide us with some data for interesting conclusions. As general, all adolescents put as the major sources of Social support parents and friends; yet while normally sighted children weighed friends, parents and classmates nearly equally, for the partially sighted the first three are – friends, parents, teachers. As for the blind population friends and parents are rated much higher than the rest of the social support sources. It’s quite interesting that teachers are a stable source of social support only for the partially sighted students - fact that supports the conclusion that due to the segregated environment they live in, visually impaired adolescents tend to rely on the adults’ support more and gain their independence from it slower than the normally sighted.

The correlations between the Self-concept and Social support subscales and the factors of gender, class and grade can be summarised as follows:

For the entire population:

· With age boys gradually lower the role of the parents as a source of social support. 

· Boys consistently rate higher their physical appearance, social acceptance, athletic competence and global self-worth than do girls. This is due to the qualitative differences in the self-concept development in boys and girls; in girls leading role play social network and interpersonal contacts while in boys leading are field competence and practical activities.

· There is also a tendency that girls seek support and regard form their teachers more than the boys do. 
Within the group of the visually impaired:

· The main result is the decrease of the global self-worth score of the visually impaired adolescents with age. This supports our basic hypothesis that there is a gradual segregation decomposition process that takes place during the last years of secondary school, which is a source of various shocks for the global self-worth balance. 

· The higher rates on physical appearance and global self-worth in visually impaired boys compared to girls also can be considered a tendency.

Within the group of the normally sighted:

· Within this group parent support also decreases with age but contrary to the group of the visually impaired it is accompanied by a steady decline in teacher support. 

· Boys rate higher than girls do in athletic competence and physical appearance. 

· Girls more often than boys attempt to seek support from friends. 

The last step of our study was to analyze the results from the training experiment carried out with the visually impaired adolescents. The most important conclusions can be summarised as follows:

· The overall experimental group scores on both scales were significantly higher after the training sessions. Statistically significant are the differences on Athletic, Classmate Support, Teacher Support and Friend Support scales. There are no differences in the test and retest scores of the experimental group which proves that the experimental group scores have changed as a result of the training sessions.

· The slight or no tendencies for improving the scores of the subscales that are less likely to get easily influenced can be interpreted as an indication that long-term training is necessary for stable effect in those cases.

· It can be concluded that the more personally involved and more active the students were during the training sessions on a specific discussion topic (such as friendship, social contacts, social acceptance, etc.) - the greater is the improvement of their results on the respective subscales after the sessions.

· The means of the Importance subscales remain unchanged after the training sessions which is due to the relatively short term of the experiment, as well as to the complexity of those characteristics as part of person’s system of values.

Conclusions

Summing up the results of the study and their analysis the following general conclusions can be formulated:

1. The internal consistency reliabilities of the Self-Concept and Social Support scales are quite acceptable. From psychometric point of view the use and further development of the two methods can be considered promising and helpful when working with visually impaired, as well as with sighted students.

2. The training sessions targeting a self-concept improvement in the context of social skills development in visually impaired adolescents resulted in some positive changes. However the improvement is expected to be much greater if the length of the training period is increased.

3. The subjects showed real interest towards the training sessions and this can be used as a motif for future work in the field of social skills training lessons in special schools.

4. The hypothesis that visually impaired children will have higher results on the parent support subscale did not prove to be true. Yet the study did prove that visually impaired have less effective close friends, less effective social contacts and less mature relationships compared to the sighted ones. The expectance that close friends subscale scores would be influenced by training sessions did prove to be true, thus indicating the possible benefit of implementation of training of similar kind in special schools for the visually impaired.

5. The assumption that the self-concept ratings between the two groups (visually impaired and normally sighted) will not show significant differences but are area-specific and determined differently in each of the groups also proved to be reasonable. 

Questions for further work:

1. What role, if any does education attempt to have in ensuring children, especially visually impaired ones, with acquisition of a positive concept of self?

2. How can we learn to teach our children to accept themselves, especially if they are disabled?

3.  How can the research data on attitude and self-concept be easily incorporated into our education planning and programs?

4. How can we invent a tool to assess what is the child’s concept of self, how does he see and feel about himself, what sort of educational environment, in very exact terms, does he need to develop a stronger concept of self and one which is reality-based?
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