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Context

“No one would choose to live without friends”-Aristotle (384 – 322BC). 

Creating an environment within which young people with a visual impairment and additional disabilities can interact meaningfully with others is pivotal to negating the poor self concept and potential for social isolation which is often associated with being visually impaired. This paper focuses upon the experiences and perceptions of a group of six young visually impaired young people who share a community living experience within a centre for the visually impaired. They are in residence Monday – Friday, returning to their home environment for the weekend. During the week days they attend a vocational training facility at the Centre where the acquisition of practical skills, work experience, together with the extension of literacy, numeracy, communication and ICT competence form the curriculum.

Many of the young people have lived and received their second level education at the centre, whilst others are more recent arrivals. Over time, they have forged friendships both within the residential house, the local community and in their home environment. This paper explores the multi-definitional and multi-dimensional nature of friendships, both generally, and more specifically in the context of visual impairment, juxtaposing it with findings generated from within the residential house and vocational unit.

A multi-method approach to research (Patton, 2002; Robson, 2002) was employed, using a range of instruments to explore the perceptions of the six young people and staff with whom they interact both within the residential house and the vocational unit. This approach to understanding the social dynamics of group living is innovative within the centre and the research design reflects the authors’ attempt to create a methodology that might be employed more widely across the Centre to understand how and why friendships evolve, and their impact upon the emotional well-being of visually impaired children and young people.

Aims

· to evaluate the outcomes of a sociometric analysis designed to ascertain friendship patterns within the group;

· to investigate the views of staff regarding the social dynamics of the group;

· to investigate the ‘voices’ of visually impaired young people in respect of their perceptions of friendship;

· to observe the pattern of interaction during key social moments within the residential house; and

· to develop strategies to enhance the social status of young people who are marginalised within the group.

Literature review

Hartup (1975) says that friends are those “who spontaneously seek the company of one another; furthermore, they seek proximity in the absence of strong social pressure to do so” (p.11). According to Wright (1985), a friendship is a voluntary and rewarding relationship, but not one which is necessarily free of the difficulties arising from interpersonal tension. Hays (1988) writes that friendship is a:


 “voluntary interdependence between two persons over time, that is


 intended to facilitate socio-emotional goals of the participants and 


may involve varying types and degrees of companionship, intimacy, 


affection and mutual assistance” (p.395). 

The internet has opened up a new dimension to defining friendship, one where things once inimical to friendship (such as anonymity and lack of proximity) may undermine much of the traditional thinking on what friendship is. Indeed, this may be especially so given the scope internet friendships also provides to experiment with constructing and reconstructing individual social identity (Valkenburg et al., 2005). Similarly,  an increasing volume of research into the importance of friendships between people with and without disabilities has served to open up the social inclusion debate, identifying, for instance, the way gender factors can impact on integration strategies (Gun Han & Chadsey, 2004) and how specific skills training can be used to benefit stigmatised groups (Cameron, Rutland & Brown, 2007) – all of which, perhaps, may destabilise the traditional definitional emphasis placed on the strictly voluntary nature of friendship. 
For every definition of friendship there is, arguably, a contending view. Hence, for Pahl (2000), friendship is a notoriously difficult concept to define and Allan (1996) asserts that there is no agreed set of socially acknowledged criteria as to what makes a friend. Perhaps this is because even the very understanding of what friendship might be, varies across cultural, philosophical and historical perspectives (French, 2007). 

Generalising this discussion to encompass a consideration of friendship in the context of disability, specifically visual impairment and an additional, cognitive disability, Heslop (2005) asserts that ‘research has consistently shown people with learning difficulties to be lonely and lacking in friends’ (p.27).  She cites Murray (2002) as authority for the view that geographical distance, a lack of transport and an absence of support to keep in touch are key factors in why sustaining friendships is difficult for people with learning disabilities.  Inclusion provides another context within which to consider the social worlds and friendship experiences of people with disabilities, not least because as Nakken and Pijl (2002) note, for parents, a concern about promoting social relationships “is often the first motive for sending children with special needs to regular schools” (p.48).  

People with learning disabilities consistently identify making friendships as among their most important concerns (Cummins & Lau, 2003).  Moreover, Landesman-Dwyer and Berkson (1984) are clear that there are no theoretical constructs or social behaviour principles which would delineate the friendship patterns of people with learning disability from those operating within the general population. In essence, the same norms apply – friendship is a pervasive, sought after thing. 

Research in several Western countries suggests that although mainstream education is the norm for visually impaired young people, many of these students feel lonely and isolated from their sighted peers (George & Duquette, 2006).  Social and emotional disadvantage (Corn & Koenig, 1996) flows from having fewer friends, fewer opportunities to socialise and less access to scenarios within which to develop important interpersonal skills (McGaha & Farran, 2001).  Negative self-image, perhaps expressed in feelings of personal unattractiveness, an awareness of being different in socially disadvantageous ways, and a limited experience of physical activity, often associated with dependence on sighted others, are just some of the ways in which visually impaired young people have identified their sense of isolation in a world designed by the seeing for the seeing.   

Methodology

To address the aims of this empirical study, four research strategies were employed:

1. a sociometric analysis; 


2. questionnaire;


3. semi-structured interviews;  

4. non-participant observations.

1.
The sociometric analysis (Moreno, 1953; Hopkins, 2002, Hobart & Frankel, 2004) involved each young person being asked to make two positive nominations in respect of (i) with whom they preferred to spend their leisure time, and (ii) who they preferred to work with in the vocational unit. The data were collected during 1:1 sessions Though appreciating the frailty of making significant claims for the reliability of this data in isolation, the outcomes provided an overview of the young people’s views on friendship at that particular moment. 

2.
Using a questionnaire, the members of staff were asked to predict who, in their opinion, the six young people would select as their first and second nominations either in respect of the residential context (leisure dimension), or the vocational unit (work dimension). This was an attempt to investigate the understanding the staff might have of the social dynamics of the group in different contexts (Stollard, 2007).

3.
Each young person was asked a number of questions in a 1:1 semi-structured interview using incomplete sentences as a way to ascertain their views on the nature and value of friendships (Clough & Nutbrown, 2002).

4.
Residential care staff undertook non-participant observations over a three week period to plot the choice of seating made by the group during breakfast, evening meal and within the communal sitting room. The strategy was designed to explore if any patterns emerged when comparing the outcomes of the observations to the sociometric analysis in respect of friendship selection (Greig, Taylor & MacKay, 2007).

Sample

One group of young adults who are visually impaired and live weekdays in a residential house (N=6); three female, three male.

Staff from the residential house (N=7) and the vocational unit (N=3).

Results

Sociometric analysis

Data from the work/training dimension (Fig 1) reveal that Student C received most positive nominations (N=7: 3 first choice and 1 second choice), with Student B gaining the second highest number of positive nominations (N=5: 2 first choice and 1 second choice). Reciprocity is evident between Student C and Student B who each select the other as a first choice, and between Student C and Student D who selected the other as a second choice. A triangular group is evident between Student C, Student B and Student D who select each other as either first or second choice nominations. Both Student C and Student B select Student D as their second choice nomination. Student F received no positive nominations nor did he make any nominations. In this dimension, Student A also failed to receive any positive nominations, thus both could be described as social isolates in the work/training dimension.

Within the social/leisure dimension (Fig 2), Student C again received the highest number of positive nominations (N=7: 3 first choice and 1 second choice); Student B received the second highest number of positive nominations (N=5: 2 first choice and 1 second choice). The third highest number of positive nominations was received by Student E (N=3: 3 second choice). Student F received no positive nominations and is considered in this dimension as an isolate. Reciprocity is demonstrated between Student C and Student B who each chose the other as a first choice positive nomination. Reciprocity is evident between Student E and Student C, but with different choices.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Fig 1: Sociometric analysis: vocational unit
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	Fig 2: Sociometric analysis: residential house
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In summary, Student C emerges as the most popular in respect of receiving the highest number of positive nominations across the two dimensions of work and leisure. At the other end of the scale, Student F failed to receive any positive nominations. Overall, females receive considerably more positive nominations than the males (N=15 v N=7). Females received 11 first choice and 4 second choice positive nominations; the males failed to receive any first choice positive nominations but recorded 7 second choice nominations.

Questionnaire

Table 1 display the data in a rank order format from the two measures (sociometric analysis and questionnaire) and indicates that the staff were generally able to predict the choices made the young people. The only significant difference relates to the Student E (male) where the residential care staff predicted him to receive a higher nomination rating. Student F (male) remains isolated in respect of sociometric analysis, a situated predicted by staff; likewise the marginal social status of Student A (female) is evident from the two data sets.

Table 1. Rank order comparisons between sociometric and questionnaire data.

	Student
	Sociometric data.

Vocational unit
	Questionnaire.

Staff predictions.

Vocational
	Sociometric data

Residential House
	Questionnaire.

Staff predictions.

Residential House

	Student A
	5=
	5
	4
	5

	Student B
	2
	2
	2
	3

	Student C
	1
	1
	1
	2

	Student D
	3
	3
	5
	4

	Student E
	4
	4
	3
	1

	Student F
	5=
	6
	6
	6


Rank Order 1 = highest rank

Rank Order 6 = lowest rank

Semi-structured interviews

The outcomes of the semi-structured interviews produced some colourful and informative data, too extensive for inclusion in this paper. The students’ views on friendship reflect a group of young people who have known each other for some while and who generally interact positively with each other. Their expectations are that a friend has both physical and personal qualities, is good company and both humorous and helpful. Comments suggest that friendship often involves some form of shared activity, frequently in a social context. Some of the comments relating to their home experiences suggest that the students do retain a range of social contacts away from the Centre and these are valued. One or two comments suggest that being away during the week has caused some past friendships to fracture.

Non-participant observations

The outcomes of this were inconclusive. In each instance, the students generally elected to sit next to a member of the opposite sex more than with their own gender but the overall pattern suggests that during these periods of the day, students are not unduly selective as to who they sit next to. Students A and D were not marginalised in these social situations.

Roe (2008) suggests that helping children with a visual impairment to develop friendships can be challenging. An important role for adults at the Centre is to create an environment:


“..with opportunities for children to learn about themselves and others,


to develop social skills and become socially competent and be socially 

included (p.153).

Summary

When triangulated, the different data subsets highlight a number of issues.

· Many of the group have lived and worked/studied together for a number of years and a positive pattern of social interaction and harmony is evident.

· The sociometric analysis identifies Student F as a social isolate in both working and social contexts; Student A’s social status verges on isolation. The data should be treated with caution as (i) the emergent picture is a snap shot in time and (ii) students were not asked who they did not like (i.e. negative nominations) thus a failure to accumulate positive nominations cannot be construed as not being liked. However, it may be appropriate to consider the value of implementing strategies to improve the social skills of students who appear to be more isolated. In this respect, circle time might be a medium to explore student views regarding what constitutes a positive relationship. This in turn might shed light on why Student F receives no positive nominations from his peers.

· Students and staff in the vocational unit and residential house should perceive it to be their collective responsibility to support the habilitation of peers who may be less well integrated.

· Female students are generally perceived within the group to have higher social status than the male students in both contexts.

· From the questionnaire data it is clear that the staff have a good understanding of the social interactions between the students.

· In the residential house, students interact freely as evidenced from observations of their seating preferences for meals and evening gatherings.

· Students value friends who have both physical and personal qualities, are good company and both humorous and helpful.

· It is apparent that many students retain close links with friends in their home location.

· Strategies employed in this pilot study may have currency in other contexts within the Centre e.g. class groups; other residential houses, especially when there is evidence of social dysfunction.
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