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Abstract:

The purpose of the study was to describe the nature of friendships formations that exists
between pupils with visual impairment and their non-visually impaired peers in 3
inclusive schools in Ghana. I adopted a phenomenology research design in recruiting 14
pupils with visual impairment in this study. One-on-one interviews were used to collect
data for the study. Using thematic analysis, data from the one-on-one interviews were
manually analyzed via themes that emerged from the data. Results from the study
showed that there existed some levels of friendships between the non-visually impaired
and non-non-visually impaired pupils in the schools and this friendship formations
centred on assistance provided by the non-visually impaired. While some of the pupils
noted that they mutually engaged in positive relationship with non-visually impaired,
some thought otherwise and yet others described it as only perfunctory. I recommended
that educational authorities in Ghana should put in place, a policy in schools that will
solely focus on the formation of friendship between pupils who are visually impaired
and the non-visually impaired. Teachers should help develop the capacity of both pupils
with and without visual impairments to make and maintain stable and satisfying
friendships through play and group activities.
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1. Introduction

Friendship formation of pupils with special educational needs is a key issue in any
educational agenda of a country and therefore, should be looked into appropriately
(UNESCO, 2017). Friendship formation of pupils with visual impairments in regular
schools cannot be overlooked since it facilitates their overall socialisation and
participation in the mainstream of society. The nature of friendship that exist in schools
may influence pupils” performances in all spheres of life. Maximizing positive friendship
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between pupils with and those without special needs may generally be considered an
important aspect of placing them in regular schools (Lehohla & Hlalele (2012:189-201;
Estell, Jones, Pearl, & van Acker, 2009: 110-124). Friendship formation in this study, have
been conceptualized in a number of different ways that are only overlapping. These
variables are categorised into positive relationships or friendships, social contact or
interactions, peer acceptance, and the pupils’ own social self-perceptions that may
influence their acceptance by their classmates. “Friendship” or “relationship” focuses on
companionship and membership in networks of students.

2. Literature Review

Disability is a major component of Sustainable Development Goal (SDGs) 4, 8, 10, 11, 17.
Goal 4 for instance, calls for inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all for all by 2030. It emphasizes inclusion and equity
as laying foundations for quality education and learning. SDG 4 also calls for building
and upgrading education facilities that are child-, disability-, and gender-sensitive and
for providing safe, non-violent, inclusive and effective learning environments for all. To
achieve this ambitious goal, countries should ensure inclusion and equity in and through
education systems and programs. This includes taking steps to prevent and address all
forms of exclusion and marginalization, disparity, vulnerability and inequality in
educational access, participation, and completion as well as in learning processes and
outcomes. It also requires understanding learners’ diversities as opportunities in order to
enhance and democratize learning for all students (UNESCO, 2017). Studying friendship
formation between pupils with visual impairment and their non-visually impaired peers
in Inclusive schools in Ghana will be rendering essential information to the nation as far
as the success of the inclusive agenda is concerned. A number of studies have revealed
that skills for developing and keeping friendships are often learned at school (Prince,
2010; Foley, Blackmore, Girdler, O’'Donnell, Glauert, Llewellyn & Leonard, 2012: 375-
391). Publishing this study will accelerate progress towards Ghana’s achievement of the
disability-related SDGs by the year 2030.

While inclusive education provides a favourable setting for achieving equal
opportunities and full participation, their success requires a concerted effort, not only by
teachers or school staff, but also by their non-disabled peers. It is within this context that
those with disabilities can achieve educational progress and participation in inclusive
settings Pupils with visual impairments’ co-operation with peers and the development
of close friendships are related to enduring happiness and well-being. Friendship as
noted by Meyer and Bevan-Brown (2005) is the essence in human existence and as
essential foundations for all pupils’ social participation and learning. Friendship
formation with peers fosters the formation of meaningful relationships, social
competence and psychosocial well-being (King, Law, King, Rosenbaum, Kertoy &
Young, 2003: 63-90). Pupils with visual impairments have a sense of belonging and being
believed in by others as key factors associated with success in life (King, Chaters, Miller,
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MacKinnon & Havens, 2000: 734-739). Robinson and Truscott (2013) noted that making
and maintaining friendships is a primary theme that emerges as critical to a sense of
belonging in school for students with disabilities. For pupils with visual impairments,
there are a range of friendship experiences, appearing as a strengthening bond, a
protective feature, and also a tension and a strain.

Avramadis (2012) examined the friendships of primary school children with and
without disabilities in England. Although, it was found out that these students were less
popular than students without disabilities, they were equally likely to be members of the
friendship clusters of the class and occupied similar levels of network centrality as their
non-disabled peers. In contrast, a large-scale study from Norway, found out that students
with disabilities and those with behaviour problems, had a considerably more difficult
time finding and keeping friends (Frostad & Pijl, 2007: 15-30). Lehohla and Hlalele
(2012:189-201) asserted that friendships have major implications for positive emotional
and academic development and protect against the negative impact of general peer
rejection. The social skills defect evident in many children with visual disabilities may,
however, lead typically achieving learners to avoid forming friendships with them or
exclude them in certain educational and social activities (Estell et al., 2009). In inclusive
settings, learners with special needs have an opportunity to have appropriate peer
modelling and what it takes to be part of a team with people without disabilities. For
pupils in basic schools, having a friend is one of the most important aspects of schooling.
Friendships serve a wide array of purposes that include social and academic
enhancement, and they improve lives in families and thus, the wider community
(Lehohla & Hlalele, 2012).

Gaps exist in the Ghanaian context as far as friendship formation in schools
practising inclusive education is concerned. The ‘vision’ of the Ghanaian curriculum
recognises the social nature of learning by stating that young people should be “confident,
connected, actively involved, lifelong learners” (Ministry of Education, 2005:7). ‘Confidence’
and ‘connectedness’ emphasize being able to relate well with others, being effective user
of communication tools, and being a member of local and international communities
(friendship network). “Actively involved’ refers to pupils” participation in a range of life
contexts. These relationships stand in both typical and mainstreamed schools where
pupils with mild disabilities attend and can be largely attributed to the fact that social
participation is one of the most significant predictors of pupils’ future adjustment in
society, as well as their affective and behavioural problems (Sandstrom, Cillessen &
Eisenhower, 2003: 530-550). Avoke and Avoke (2004) contended that only inclusion has
the potential to reduce fear and build friendship, respect and understanding among
pupils. All pupils, therefore, need an education that will help them to develop
relationships and to prepare them for a life in the mainstream system. Pupils with visual
impairment can have difficulties in building relationships with peers in regular school
settings. They may appear to represent the assertion made by McCollum (1998:184); that
“the fly caught in the spider web is included, but victimized”. Studies have found out that
within the group of pupils with disabilities, pupils diagnosed with sensory disorders find
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it particularly difficult to build relationships with typical peers and are at risk of
becoming isolated in the classroom (Chamberlain, Kasari & Rotheram-Fuller, 2007: 230-
242).

Ghana started the inclusive education project in the 2003/2004 academic year.
Ghana National Basic School at Cape Coast, Avakpedome Basic School, and St. Joseph
College of Education Basic School in Volta and Brong Ahafo Regions respectively were
chosen by the Ghana Education Service to enrol pupils with visual impairments into the
regular system. With policy development towards inclusion in Ghana, very little is
known about the social dimensions of such initiatives for pupils with visual impairments
and their mainstream peers. Sensory impairments affect functioning ability in all life
domains and, as suggested by recent research evidence, vision impairments are related
to social isolation and reduced quality of life (Nollett et al., 2019; Elsman, van Rens, &
van Nispen, 2019). Evidence about the social interactions and the quality of life of people
with vision impairments is limited and infrequent (Chak & Rahi, 2007). In existing
evidence, adults are usually the main focus (because of the higher prevalence), and only
a few studies focus on adolescents (Elsman, et al., 2019; Chadha & Subramanian, 2011;
Chak & Rahi, 2007). The establishment of friendships between pupils with special needs
and their typical peers is a major issue for inclusive education. However, very little is
known about the social dimensions of such initiatives on the pupils with visual
impairments in Ghana. Even though, inclusive education is to bring pupils with special
needs and those without disabilities together, it appears the nature of the relationships
that exists between them in regular schools have not been considered or researched into
adequately to enhance the knowledge and practice of teachers and other practitioners.
This study therefore sought to describe the nature of friendships formation that exists
between pupils with visual impairment and their non-visually impaired peers in three
(3) inclusive schools in Ghana.

3. Method

3.1 Phenomenology Research Design

A Phenomenology design was chosen to guide the qualitative aspect of the study. A
phenomenological study describes the meaning of individuals lived experiences of a
concept or a phenomenon. Phenomenologists focus on describing what all participants
have in common as they experience a phenomenon (example, grief, friendship, which are
universally experienced). Creswell (2007) noted that the basic purpose of
phenomenology is to lessen an individual experiences of a phenomenon to a description
of the universal essence, that is, a grasp of the very nature of the things. The
phenomenologic approach sees the individual and his or her world as so interconnected
that essentially the one has no existence without the other. To this end, qualitative
researchers identify a phenomenon as an object of human experience. The inquirer then
collects data from persons who have experienced the phenomenon and develops a
composite description of the essence of the experience for all of the individuals. This
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description consists of what they experienced and how they experienced it (Moustakas,
1994) cited in Creswell (2007). Phenomenology has a strong philosophical assumption
which rest on some common grounds: the study of the lived experiences of persons, the
view that these experiences are conscious ones and the development of descriptions of
the essence of these experiences (Van Manen, 1990; Moustakas, 1994) cited in Creswell
(2007). Phenomenology is quite consistent with the contact theory which asserts that with
experience, two people who may be in “conflict” are likely to resolve it.

This study was to provide evidence on what pupils with visual impairments (the
blind) say about their friendship formation with peers without visual impairment, using
ideas and views of their peer relationships, interactions, and peer acceptance. It was,
therefore, important to determine pupils” experiences of friendship formation through
phenomenology. Daley and Weisner (2003) found out that most pupils have an
explanatory model that can be quite rich and complex. The authors noted that pupils
“have a kind of blended, layered sense of self and identity drawing from and using typical identities
and experiences, yet framed within a life of disability” (p. 38). It was, therefore, expedient to
use phenomenology in order to allow pupils to provide complex and rich experiences to
describe their friendship formation in ways that may be selectively different from those
described in the literature on typically developing friendships, but nonetheless sufficient
for analysis and comparison in their own right.

3.2 Research Setting

This study was conducted in three basic schools practicing the inclusive education project
in Ghana. The schools were Ghana National Basic School at Cape Coast, Central Region,
Avakpedome Basic School in the Volta Region and St. Joseph College of Education Basic
School in the Brong Ahafo Region. These schools, Ghana National Basic School and St.
Joseph College of Education Basic School, were chosen for the study because they were
the only basic schools that were situated near Special Schools (Cape School for Deaf and
Bechem School for the Deaf respectively) where the pupils with visual impairments could
use their hostels. They have also been mandated by the Ministry of Education of Ghana
to admit the pupils with visual impairment from the units for the visually impaired.
Although Avakpedome Basic School is not situated near any special school; it has been
mandated by the Ghana Education Service to admit and enrol pupils with visual
impairments in their settings (Ministry of Education, 2005:7). These three basic schools
have been identified in those regions over the past ten years to conduct a pilot project
which will determine the success of the conversion of basic schools into full-service
centres (inclusive schools) for pupils with visual impairments. This research was
extended to those three primary schools to provide answers to the question of social
participation of pupils with visual impairment in school activities.

3.3 Sample
The sample for the study was 14 people. Fourteen (14) pupils comprising of 4 pupils
respectively from Ghana National Basic School, Cape Coast and Avakpedome Basic
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School, Adidome and 6 pupils from St. Joseph College of Education Basic School, Bechem
also formed part of the sample size. Purposive sampling technique was used in selecting
the sample for the study. I did so according to pre-selected criteria relevant to the
particular research problem thus selecting only pupils with visual impairment to
examine their formations in the affected schools. The power and logic of purposeful
sampling is that a few cases studied in depth yield many insights about the topic.
Purposive sampling was used to increase the utility of data obtained from the small
samples. By purposive sampling technique, I handpicked the pupils with visual
impairment because they were in a good position to tell their experiences as far as their
relationship with others in school social activities were concern. All pupils with visual
impairment in the schools were therefore, handpicked to take part in the study.

Table 1: The Breakdown of the Sample Size Involved in the Study

School Pupils with visual impairment
Ghana National Basic School, Cape Coast, 4
Avakpedome Basic School, Adidome 4
St. Joseph College of Education Basic School, Bechem 6
Total 14

3.4 Data Collection Instruments

One-on-one interactions was adopted to elicit data from pupils for the study. A semi-
structured interview guide was used. The questions were phrased to allow unique
responses from each interviewee as suggested by Macmillan and Schumacher (2001). The
items were designed and reflected on the key issue raised in the research problem.

3.5 Data Collection Procedures

Content validity was adopted to validate the interview items. With this, the items were
designed and covered the key theme raised in the research question. Natural settings,
such as, the participating schools were used as places in which the one-on-one interviews
were conducted. I recorded precisely, almost literal, and detailed descriptions of the
pupils. This was done by using two note takers and a recorder to record the interviews
with the participating pupils. To ensure reliability of the instruments, the items were
modified through reviews. These were comments and suggestions made by four experts
in the field of qualitative researcher some of which were Professors and Senior Lecturers
in academia (University of Education, Winneba, Ghana). Their knowledge in the area of
research and practice was timely as far as the study was concerned. The corrections made
were effected in the items. The interview was conducted using an interview guide within
the school premises. The main procedure for conducting the interviews was through the
use of recorders and note takers, and each interview lasted between 40 to 45 minutes.

3.6 Ethical Consideration
‘Informed consent’” was obtained from the authorities of the school prior to the
commencement of the study. This was done via a letter from me seeking permission to
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conduct the study in their schools. The students who took part in this study were
personally informed of the purpose and the procedures involved in gathering the data
for the study by the researcher before the study was conducted. The participants were,
after the sampling, asked to voluntarily opt to accept to take part in the study, they were
therefore not forced to respond to the instruments in this study. The participants were
assured of confidentiality of any information they would give, and that no third party
would have access to the personal information given out. The researcher also explained
to the participants that they could choose to opt out of the research when they wish to
discontinue the process. The researcher explained to the participants that their names will
not be needed in the course of the data collection but rather their responses will be coded
to ensure confidentiality. Again, the researcher sought the permission of participants to
use the tape recorder during the interview session in order to capture detailed data while
concentrating on listening and prompting participants. Above all, I assured participants
that information given out was mainly for academic purpose and for national policy
directives.

3.7 Data Analysis

Thematic analysis was used for the analysis of the data. The analysis process involves
familiarising oneself with the data, generating codes, searching for themes, defining and
naming themes and producing a thematic description (Fossey et al. 2002; Braun & Clarke
2006). First, all the audio-recorded interviews were transcribed in a Word document. The
author listened to the interviews back-to-back and reviewed the transcript and field
notes, for an overall comprehensive understanding. The second stage involved
developing initial limited codes. The coding process involved a formal system of
identifying ideas from the transcript. The author then used a focused coding process to
identify additional codes, and then linked them to the remaining transcribed data. The
coding process continued until saturation was reached, that is, no new concepts emerged
from successive rounds of reviewing and coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saunders et al.,
2018). The identified codes were further grouped into meaning unit, code and theme (see
Table 3). The initial and focused coding and categorisation themes were done in
consultation with experts who have years of experience in inclusive education and
qualitative research. I employed several techniques to ensure methodological rigour,
thus, the validity and reliability of the results. The study adhered to the four principles
for conducting qualitative research — credibility, confirmability, transferability and
dependability (Creswell & Miller, 2000).

The table illustrate the gender distribution of the respondents. Data from the Table
shows that the male population (students) of the sample size that were interviewed were
9 (64.3%) while the female pupils were 5 representing 35.7%. This means that majority of
the pupils were males and could have therefore shared their social experiences in the
schools with confidence. The Table shows that majority of the students were within the
age range of 16 and 20 years. They were therefore grown enough to narrate their social
experiences in the schools.
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Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of Participants

Age Range Male Female
10-15 3 2
16-20 6 3

Total 9 5

Class Male Female Total %
JHS 1 2 1 3 21.4
JHS 2 3 2 5 35.7
JHS 3 4 2 6 42.9

Total 9 5 14 100

School Male Female
Ghana National Basic School 2 2
Avakpedome Basic School 3 1
St. Joseph College of Education Basic School, Bechem 4 2

Total 9 5

4. Results

4.1 Analysis of Data from the Interview
This section analyses data that emerged from the interactions with the pupils. The data
has been analysed under themes that emerged from the data collected.

4.1.1 Friendship Formation between Pupils with Visual Impairments and their Peers
without Visual Impairments in the Inclusive Schools in Ghana

To answer this theme, the data collected from the pupils who were visually impaired
were used. Pupils’ responses were grouped according to how friendships were formed
or otherwise between pupils and thus presented under the following themes.

A. Helping and Playing Together with the Visually Impaired (Being Assisted or
Supported)
Per the Friendship formations Networks in the Schools, the interaction with the pupils
revealed that the non-visually impaired population were friendly to them and gave them
assistance when and as demanded. A remark made by a pupil in School ‘A" attested to
this:
“Am friendly to the non-visually impaired and some are also friendly to me. We greet each
other and sometimes, they help me. Sometime, some of them will talk to me and ask me
questions as how 1 manage things. Some are ready to move and do things with us but some
of them too think that it will be difficult to interact with us.” (Verbatim response from
a pupil in School A)

Another pupil said that:
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“Friendship is good. Sometimes we play together, they help us. They support when we
want to locate certain places in the classroom and school. Sometimes you may get assistance
and may not get but others too would ask to help you when they see you coming.”
(Verbatim response from a pupil in School B)

It was evident from the analysis of the comments from the pupils that, the nature
of friendship network among the pupils in the schools centered on being assisted or
helped by the non-visually impaired.

A pupil in School B commented that the nature of friendship network with the
non-visually impaired was cordial though it lacked intimacy:

“The friendship is very cordial even as from primary level and anywhere I go. At times,
there are some people who may not be ready for me in terms of intimacy thus sharing our
secrets but when they begin to talk too much when chatting I discard such friendship. 1
will say it’s very cordial.” (Verbatim response from a pupil in School B)

One other pupil remarked this way:

“Initially, some people think visual impairment is contagious and would not like to come
nearer to you. But as time went on, they came closer and got to know how we got impaired
and this made people draw closer to me and assist me in all things. Some will like to come
closer but others do not want to come closer.” (Verbatim response from a pupil in
School C).

It seemed clear that there existed some levels of friendship with the non-visually
impaired in the schools as depicted by the comments from the pupils with visual
impairment. These revelations are consistent with the “contact theory”, which noted that
as mainstream pupils in schools implementing inclusion programmes get closer to their
marginalized peers, their attitudes become more positive and they develop positive
relationship with each other.

B. Segregated Interactions/relations in Play Activities

One pupil in School C, indicated that the friendship system in the school did not favour
her because, she only had her fellow visually impaired mate as a friend though, the non-
visually impaired did not hate her as such. They treated them with bias and would not
spend time with them. His comments went this way:

“The non-visually impaired? some do not play, or interact or even want to assist or get
closer to me. They play with their fellow non-visually impaired friends just as I do with
the visually impaired. Sometimes they shout on me and I don’t like that. I want to play
with them but they are not ready to accept me.” (Verbatim response from a pupil in
School C)
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Another pupil remarked this way:

“They are not good, some of them. They only relate well with the non-visually impaired
more than us. They treat their fellow non-visually impaired well but shout on us.”
(Verbatim response from a pupil in School B)

The comments from the pupils on parallel friendship revealed that there were
mixed reactions on this issue. While others had and made friends with the non-visually
impaired, others did not experience that. Having been in the school through primary
stage to the Junior High, one would expect that the nature of friendship network would
favour all pupils in the schools but that did not exist. That is not to say that there is total
absence of friendship network with the non-visually impaired population since some of
the pupils reported having positive experiences with the non-visually impaired.

C. Isolated, Non-related Interactions

On mutual friendship formation, the data revealed events and elements that would make
significant impressions on the intimacy or quality of their friendship formation with the
non-visually impaired peers in the schools. On this, a pupil commented this way:

“I experience very uncordial relationship; we don’t chat with each other well. I don’t also
talk to each other about things we like or dislike in school.” (Verbatim response from a
pupil in School A)

D. One-way Intimate Discussions of Personal Matters

The analysis of the pupils’ comments indicated that the non-visually impaired did not
disclose their intimate feelings to the visually impaired as they (visually impaired) did
Another pupil also stated:

“With others they shy away. I am very intimate; I visit them at various places. I discuss a
lot on visual impairment. I try to explain to my non-visually impaired peers how we
behave, and what we are capable of doing. When sometimes something is bothering me, I
discuss with my friends. The only thing is that they don’t disclose their secrecy to us but
want us to do. That one we will not do.” (Verbatim response from a pupil in School
A)

One pupil however, acknowledged that:
Some tell me very intimate matters and advice and encourage me. Sometimes I sound

funny and we make funs together. I feel like a family member. (Verbatim response from
a pupil in School A)
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E. Sharing Things in Common, Jokes, Play

Contrary to the majority views expressed in School “A’, Pupils in School B expressed
views that communicated positive and mutual relationship between them and the non-

visually impaired peers. For example, a pupil noted that:

“Some take me as their brother and treat me well and assist me and this has made me happy.
The interactions with the non-visually impaired peers is partly good. Some always come to
greet me and find out what they can do for me. People want to know how we become
impaired. We disclose to them and they become very close with us. We share things in
common, jokes, play and discuss our problems.” (Verbatim expression from a pupil in
School B)

Similarly, a pupil also described with passion, the kind of relationship that she

experienced with the non-visually impaired peers in their school:

“By nature of friendship, some of the non-visually impaired peers are very mutual, how
they come near me so as to know what brought about my impairment especially, they tend
to do anything for me. Sometimes they do admire everything I do and these friends will
always like to move and play with me.” (Verbatim expression from a pupil in School
C)

The analysis of the viewpoints of the pupils revealed three things: mutual

relations, partial mutual friendship and total absence of mutual relationship in the
schools. While some of the pupils noted that they were mutually engaged in positive
relationship formations with the non-visually impaired, some thought otherwise and yet
others described it as only partial. Partial in the sense that it was one sided.

Table 3: A Thematic Table Showing the Themes Realized from the Qualitative Analysis

they help me. Sometime, some of them will talk to me and
ask me questions as how I manage things. Some are ready
to move and do things with us but some of them too think
that it will be difficult to interact with us.”

visually impaired

Meaning Unit Code Theme
“Am friendly to the non-visually impaired and some are | Helping and playing Nature of the
also friendly to me. We greet each other and sometimes, together, with the friendship formation

process

“Friendship is good. Sometimes we play together, they
help us. They support when we want to locate certain
places in the classroom and school. Sometimes you may
get assistance and may not get but others too would ask
to help you when they see you coming. The friendship is
very cordial even as from primary level and anywhere I
go. At times, there are some people who may not be ready
for me in terms of intimacy thus sharing our secrets but
when they begin to talk too much when chatting I discard

Being assisted or
supported in certain
activities

Nature of the

friendship formation

process
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such friends. I will say it’s very cordial. Initially, some
people think visual impairment is contagious and would
not like to come nearer to you. But as time went on they
came closer and got to know how we got impaired and
this made people draw closer to me and assist me in all
things. Some will like to come closer but others do not
want to come closer.”

“The non-visually impaired? some do not play, or
interact or even want to assist or get closer to me. They
play with their fellow non-visually impaired friends just
as I do with the visually impaired. Sometimes they shout
on me and I don’t like that. I want to play with them but
they are not ready to accept me.”

Segregated interactions,
relations and in play
activities.

Parallel pattern of
friendship formation

“They are not good, some of them. They only relate well
with the non-visually impaired more than us. They treat
their fellow non-visually impaired well but shout on us.”

“I experience very uncordial relationship; we don’t chat
with each other well. I don’t also talk to each other about
things we like or dislike in school.”

Isolated, non-related
interactions on personal
issues. Total absence of
interpersonal
interactions

Non-intimate
unfriendship
formations

“With others they shy away. I am very intimate; I visit
them at various places. I discuss a lot on persons with
disability. I try to explain to my non-visually impaired
peers how we behave, and what we are capable of doing.
When sometimes something is bothering me, I discuss
with my friends. The only thing is that they don’t
disclose their secrecy to us but want us to do. That one
we will not do.”

One-way intimate
discussions of personal
matters

Partial intimate
friendship
formations

“Some tell me very intimate matters and advice and
encourage me. Sometimes I sound funny and we make
funs together. I feel like a family member”

Some take me as their brother and treat me well and
assist me and this has made me happy. The interactions
with the non-visually impaired peers is partly good.
Some always come to greet me and find out what they
can do for me. People want to know how we become
impaired. We disclose to them and they become very close
with us. We share things in common, jokes, play and
discuss our problems By nature of friendship, some of the
non-visually impaired peers are very mutual, how they
come near me so as to know what brought about my
impairment especially, they tend to do anything for me.
Sometimes they do admire everything I do and these
friends will always like to move and play with me.”

Treating them well,
sharing things in
common, jokes, play.
They would do
anything for the
visually impaired.

Mutual friendship
formations (mutually
engaged in positive
relationship
formations)
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5. Discussions

5.1 The Nature of Friendship Formation that Exists Between Pupils with Visual
Impairment and their Peers without Visual Impairment in the Inclusive Schools in
Ghana

A. Helping and Playing Together

The formation of friendships in the schools, took the form of ‘I'll help, assistance” on
needed bases. The findings were that the pupils played together with the sighted as well
as got assistance from them. The non-visually impaired helped the visually impaired
whenever they needed it, and that the visually impaired and non-visually impaired
helped each other so they could get things done quickly. It should be noted however, that
some of the pupils viewed their friendship formation experiences in the schools as
negative. For instance, the findings revealed that the non-visually impaired did not make
friends with some of the visually impaired and were not ready to accept them in social
activities. The study thus revealed that students without visual impairment cooperated
and related among themselves more than they did with those who were visually
impaired.

B. Being Assisted or Supported

The analysis of my qualitative data revealed elements that described the nature of
friendships that existed in the schools. It was evident from the analysis of the comments
of the pupils that, the friendship network in the schools centered on being assisted or
helped by the non-visually impaired. The pupils’ insightful descriptions showed the
nature of friendship that existed in the schools. The pupils noted that they played together
with the non-visually impaired as well as got assistance from them. Evans and Meyer
(2001: 167-176) considered this nature of friendships to be specific to the relationships
between children with disabilities and peers without disabilities, and involved some type
of imbalance or inequity in interactions between the members of the dyad. These
relationships were typically characterized by one member of the dyad viewing the other
as different (Inclusion Child) and in need of special consideration or help. Similarly, in
two studies, Avramadis (2012) examined the friendships of primary school children with
and without disabilities in England. Although, it was found out that these students were
less popular than students without disabilities, they were equally likely to be members
of the friendship clusters of the class and occupied similar levels of network centrality as
their non-disabled peers. Arndt, Lieberman, & James, 2014) noted that pupils with visual
impairment created friendships with sighted alongside with non-sighted peers in
different contexts and in schools. In schools however, they tended to create relationships
with individuals that were less accepted by typically developing peers (Rosenblum, 2000)
and approximately 10% of their social networks consisted of individuals with visual
impairments as well (Kef, Hox, & Habekothe, 2000).
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Pupils with visual impairment tend to have smaller friend networks and be
lonelier than their sighted peers (Kef, 2002). This has a great negative impact on
adolescents” well-being and it is not only the quantity of friendships that affect
individuals” well-being but also the quality (Rosenbaum & Gorter, 2012). It is not
common for research to examine friendship quality, due to multiple ethical
considerations, but friendships and peer support is crucial for the quality of long-term
social networks of pupils with visual impairment (Kef, 2002). Once relation has been
established, the friendship tends to move deeper into a reciprocal and mutual
relationship. These kinds of friendship have the potential for promoting meaningful
inclusiveness as embedded in the contact theory which stated that negative perceptions
towards others with disabilities change when both parties work together and become
familiar with each other’s potentials and challenges.

My findings also showed that some non-visually impaired pupils seemed to have
had care-giving relationships with peers who had disabilities rather than friendships.
These relationships (I'll Help, and Inclusion Child) were typically characterized by one
member of the dyads viewing the other as different (Inclusion Child) and in need of
special consideration or help (I'll Help). For instance, the pupils noted that, some of the
non-visually impaired initially thought that visual impairment was contagious and
would not like to come nearer to them and thus help them but as time went by, they came
closer and got to know how they became impaired and thus assisted them in doing
things. This means that pupils with visual impairment were considered as an ‘inclusion
child” especially at the initial stages of inclusion into the mainstream. Anderson, et al.
(2011) interviewed students without disabilities to find out about their experience of
friendship with students with disabilities. The children described mutually beneficial
friendships, through language such as “he cares about me and I care about him” (p. 82).
Having a disability can be challenging and according to statements of adolescents with
vision impairments in Finland (Huurre & Aro, 2000) having a supportive social network
with friends was helpful in order to cope with the impairment. As reported by the
adolescents themselves, the contribution and the role of their friends was perceived as
even more important than the one of the close family members, classmates and other
colleagues (Kef, Hox, & Habekothe, 2000). The proposition of the contact theory by
Allport is that knowledge of pupils with disabilities by the non-disabled is likely to
change their negative attitudes towards them and thus promote acceptance. These
revelations were consistent with the “contact theory”, which notes that as regular
classroom pupils experiencing inclusion programmes get closer to their marginalized
peers, their attitudes become more positive and they develop positive relationships with
them (Yuker, 1988).

C. Segregated Interactions (Isolated, Non-related Interactions)

It should be noted however, that some of the pupils viewed their friendship experiences
in the schools as negative or what would be termed as parallel. For instance, the pupils
noted that the non-visually impaired did not make friends with them and were not ready
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to accept them instead made friends with their typical peers. The pupils also buttressed
that the non-visually impaired did not make friends with them but treated their fellow
non-visually impaired peers cordially while shouted at them. This means that students
without disability cooperated and related among themselves more than they did with
those who with visual impairment. These could be negative experiences in an
environment that they are expected to build positive relationship with peers and thus
acquire social skills capable of integrating into the mainstream of the larger society.
(Khadka, Margrain, Woodhouse, & Davies, 2012) reported that when feeling socially
excluded, not accepted by peers at school and when they had not formed quality
friendships, pupils with visual impairments, usually with low vision, tried to hide their
disability by not using low vision devices, abandoned braille and refused to use specially
adapted materials created to help them academically and consequently they became
stressed (de Verdier, 2016). A large-scale study from Norway found out that students
with disabilities and those with behaviour problems had a considerably more difficult
time finding and keeping friends (Frostad & Pijl, 2007). These researchers found out that
students with special needs were less popular, had fewer friends, and participated less
often as members of a sub-group. These experiences could be encapsulated into a
friendship networked described by Evans and Meyer (2001) as “guest friend” where the
non-visually impaired perceives the visually impaired as guest and would not play with
them. These findings tend to contradict the contact theory which expects both categories
of pupils to build on experiences that would change misconceptions and wrong
perceptions in order to strengthen stronger relationships in regular schools where the
child with visual impairments were being included. As noted in literature, Anderson
(2006) opined that, it often may be the case that pupils with disabling conditions,
particularly those who are more visible and significant, though included in the classroom,
may remain outsiders. The foregoing discussions revealed experiences that were
extremely varied and included both stories of positive relationships and experiences of
social isolation or loneliness in the schools. Pupils with visual impairment had smaller
social networks and less friends than sighted adolescents (Pinquart & Pfeiffer, 2011) even
compared to non-visually impaired peers with chronic conditions (Huurre & Aro, 2000).
Therefore, they spent less leisure time in activities with friends compared to non-visually
peers (Huurre & Aro, 2000; Lifshitz, Hen, & Weisse, 2007) and had even less interactions
with them through phones (Kroksmark & Nordell, 2001).

D. One-way Intimate Discussions

My qualitative data revealed events and elements that made significant impressions on
the intimacy or quality of their friendship with the non-visually impaired peers in the
schools. Three indicators of intimate relationships were revealed: mutual relations,
partial mutual friendship and total absence of mutual relationship in the schools. While
some of the pupils noted that they were mutually engaged in positive relationship with
the non-visually impaired, some thought otherwise and yet others described it as only
partial. It was evident from the analyses of my data that some of the non-visually
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impaired peers took the visually impaired as brothers and treated, as well as assisted
them in activities that made them happy. The pupils also asserted that they shared things
in common, jokes, play and discussed their problems together. Brotherly or affectionate
treatment, sharing and discussing problems together with sighed were very key in
explaining the mutual relationships that existed in the schools. These were the key
defining events that could corroborate in facilitating socialization in the schools. These
experiences support the contact theory since it has the potentials to promote acceptance
of the visually impaired in regular school settings. Wager and Bailey (2005:76-86)
described mutual relationship as someone you have a significant relation with and
someone you want to spend time and share experiences with. Understandably, talking
together, playing jokes together and mutually treating the visually impaired differently
defined the respondents’” assertion of mutual friendship in the schools. In a study with
pupils with disabilities and their close friends about how they negotiated their friendship
and their feelings about belonging, Salmon (2012) noted that all of these young people
were engaged in rich and fulfilling relationships. In addition to the qualitative data,
quantitative data was also utilised to triangulate the findings.

E. Sharing Things in Common, Jokes and Play

Positive interactions, sharing jokes and special treatment of the visually impaired could
best explain the mutual relationships that existed in the schools. Howes (1983) discovered
in a study that mutual preference was the easiest criteria for preschool friendship dyads
to meet, whereas mutual enjoyment expressed by positive affect, the most critical aspect
of friendship, was the hardest to achieve. As noted elsewhere in the data analyses, talking
together, playing jokes together and mutually treating the visually impaired differently
defined the mutual friendship in the schools. These elements can strengthen the
experiences of pupils with visual impairments and their non-disabled peers and thus
facilitating the acceptance of the visually impaired in inclusive settings as propounded
by the contact theory.

Asnoted early on in the data analyses, the pupils also described elements of partial
mutual relationships in the schools. A pupil noted that the nature of friendship with the
non-visually impaired peers was partly mutual in the sense that some of the students or
friends did like to disclose their secrets with her, but some did not but expected her to
do. The pupils noted the non-visually impaired did not disclose their secrecy to them but
wanted them (visually impaired) to do. As noted earlier in the literature, pupils with
visual impairment open up to in terms of been intimate to the non-visually impaired
without it being reciprocated by the non-visually impaired. Van der Klift and Kunc (1994)
however warned that one-sided help is not and can never be the basis of friendship
because it would lose the reciprocity that is essential in maintaining a balanced
friendship. Buttressing that, Dunn (2004) stated that mutual affection is crucial as it
distinguishes friendship from one child’s desire to be liked by a peer, when that other
child does not return the preference. Pupils with visual impairment opens up to in terms
of been intimate to the non-visually impaired without it being reciprocated by the non-
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visually impaired. Reciprocity and or mutuality hinges on contact in an inclusive
environment and if mutual relations does not exist then it puts the social participation of
the visually impaired at stake and contravenes the philosophy of the contact theory which
notes that creating an environment within which pupils with visual impairment can
interact meaningfully without name calling by others is pivotal to negating the poor self-
concept and potential for social isolation which is often associated with being visually
impaired (Aristotle, 2004).

The analysis of my qualitative data revealed some level of absence of mutual
relationship in the schools. For instance, the pupils asserted they did not talk to the non-
visually impaired other about things they liked or disliked in school. These can be
negative experiences but what should be examined is the level of social competence of
the pupils which could be looked in a different study. Studies have shown that
adolescents with visual impairments can find high school socially challenging
(Rosenblum, 2000). Allport (1954) warned in his contact theory that superficial contact
between members of different groups can, in fact, have negative consequences on the
socialization of pupils with visual impairments who are being educated in mainstreamed
schools.

It is evident from the discussions that, there existed some levels of friendship with
the non-visually impaired in the schools and this friendship network centered on being
assisted or helped by the non-visually impaired. The analysis of my qualitative data
revealed three things: mutual relations, partial mutual friendship and total absence of
mutual relationship in the schools. While some of the pupils noted that they were
mutually engaged in positive relationship with the non-visually impaired, some thought
otherwise and yet others described it as only partial.

6. Strengths and Limitations

Given the title of the research and the fact that it was conducted in inclusive basic schools,
a major limitation is the non-inclusion of pupils who were not visually impaired.

7. Recommendation

Based on the findings, I recommended that educational authorities in Ghana should put
in place, a time for play and socialization that will solely focus on the formation of
friendship between pupils who are visually impaired and the non-visually impaired and
that pupils who are visually impaired should be assisted by teachers to develop the
capacity to make and maintain stable and satisfying friendships with the non-visually
impaired peers.
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8. Conclusion

From the findings of the study, it can be concluded that there is an unhealthy friendship
patterns in the schools.
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