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 A qualitative study, consisting of a survey of 534 senior high students (Grade 9-12), was undertaken to determine factors that affect the social acceptance of students with moderate and severe disabilities at senior high school. The nature of the student’s disability; social and cultural influences; teacher attitude and modelling; as well as, adolescent psychology and peer pressure are all cited as issues which impact inclusion. This study however, indicates that the overall factor appears to be a lack of knowledge and understanding, which are crucial to facilitate social acceptance and inclusion. 

The inclusion of students with moderate and severe disabilities in a mainstreamed educational setting was established under the humanitarian premise that it would lead to greater acceptance of students with special needs in society in general (Llewellyn, 2000). Unfortunately, the idealistic assumption behind inclusion is often undermined; as students with moderate and severe disabilities are often socially ostracised, especially in adolescence. Moreover, because social acceptance is fundamental to the quality of life of all people, including those with disabilities, this study sought to determine what barriers exist to inclusion of adolescents with disabilities in their peer group.

There is extensive literature relating to the peer acceptance of people with moderate and severe disabilities. Moreover, the literature reflects concern for the lack of inclusion, indeed, it classifies people with disabilities as second class citizens (Eisenberg, Griggins & Duval, 1982). Sadly, Strully and Strully (1985) point out that persons with developmental disabilities [are] isolated and lonely (p. 224). Moreover, they go on to indicate that there are very few people [who] care about them except for their immediate family (in most cases), paid human service workers, and possibly other devalued people with whom they associate  (p. 224). 

It is hypothesized in the literature, that some factors which affect the social acceptance of students with moderate and severe disabilities include: (1) the social and cultural influences; (2) the nature of student’s disability; (3) perceived teacher attitudes and modeling; (4) adolescent psychology and peer pressure; and, (5) lack of knowledge. This literature review will briefly examine each of the factors as they all contribute to the lack of social acceptance of students with moderate and severe disabilities. 

1. Social-Cultural Influences
People with disabilities, like other minorities, have faced oppression as a result of stereotyped beliefs and stigma. In the case of people with disabilities, the stigma is associated with their perceived limited mental and/or physical abilities (Brechin, Liddiard, & Swain, 1981). There are many social barriers which affect the inclusion of people with disabilities, these include: attitudinal, institutional and society factors such as economy, culture and organization of community life (Brechin, Liddiard, & Swain, 1981, p. 67). It could be argued that culture has the most profound effect on inclusion; as our culture is driven by its achievement, competitive, profit, and mobility drives and by the drives for security and a higher standard of living (Eisenberg et al., 1982, p.25). Western society places an emphasis on physical appearance, health, athletic achievements, academic success and so forth. 
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Moreover, a person’s value is often reflected in their productivity and accomplishments as well as their ability to be vocationally competitive and gainfully employed (Yuker, 1988, p. 36). These cultural drives, however, are modified by values such as kindness and generosity, the interplay of drives and values determines the degree of social inclusion of individuals with moderate and severe disabilities. Defining stigma, however, does not provide an answer to the question of why people stigmatise the physically and mentally disabled instead of accepting them as good, if unfortunate, members of society (Nash, 2000).

Yuker (1988) attempts to answer this question by describing the situation of stigmatisation as guilt by association; where the non-disabled person fears that associating socially with a disabled person may be conceived by others as a sign of some personal maladjustment, thereby leading to social ostracism (p. 37). Interestingly, in a survey of student attitudes towards peers with disabilities, students with severe disabilities were rated poorly in the following areas: (1) contributes to society, (2) nice to be around, and (3) less status (Helmstetter, Peck and Griangreco, 1994).  Brechin et al (1981) state:    

an individual may avoid or reject the disabled person not directly because of his physical impairment but rather because the impairment negatively affects the disabled person's physical attactiveness and/or is believed to affect the level of his competence or intellectual functioning (p. 69).

In other words the bodily stigma associated with people with disabilities has created a sense of shame for non-disabled persons who associate with people with disabilities (Eisenberg, Griggins, & Duval, 1977). 

2. Nature of the Disability

Eisenberg, Griggins  and Duval (1982) examined whether the type of disability contibuted to the degree of stigmatization experienced by a person with a disability. They determined that invisible disabilities were vitually non-stigmatizing; conversely, there was a heirarchy of stigmatization associated with visible disabilities. Their study indicated that sensory disabilities, such as blindness or deafness are less stigmatizing than disabilities that seriously impair mobility, such as cerebral palsy or parapeligia. Moreover, physical disabilities, such as those mentioned, were less stigmitizing than cognitive disabilities. Clearly, therefore, the nature of the student's disability has a profound impact on their ability to form friendships. 

The literature also reflects studies which examine the effect of aberrant behaviour on social acceptance. One study in particular examined the impact of stereotypic behaviour, which is often associated with moderate and severe disabilities. Lee and Odom (1996) hypothesised that stereotypic behaviour had a two-fold effect on social inclusion: (1) it produces a social stigma; and (2) it isolates the student from engaging in social or learning opportunities. They examined the relationship of stereotypic behaviour such as hand flapping and rocking, often associated with the low incidence disability of Autism, and prearranged, organised, prescriptive peer social interactions. Their study indicated that increased social interactions resulted in decreased stereotypic behaviours in children with severe disabilities. However, this is a conflicting situation, as the stereotypic behaviour impedes normal social interaction, while on the other hand, it is needed to inhibit the behaviour. 

3. Teacher Attitude

As mentioned, the nature of the student’s disability creates a stigma and therefore impacts the attitude of educators. For example, Eisenberg’s et al. (1982) study on stigma, indicated that teachers felt 

Children with mild to moderate degrees of physical disability were considered suitable for placement in regular classes…sensory disabilities did not appear to cause anxiety…in contrast, all children likely to demand extra teacher competencies (e.g., the child needing medical monitoring, catheterization, etc.) were all less welcomed by teachers (p. 237). 

In summary, teachers were reluctant to include children with profound intellectual and multiple physical handicaps because their disability was seen as a limiting factor in their ability to conform to the classroom norms. 

The attitude of teachers toward students with moderate and severe disabilities correspondingly affects the inclusion of students with disabilities. Cornoldi, Terrani, Scruggs and Mastropieri (1998) studied teacher attitude towards inclusion, twenty years after it was mandated in Italy. In general, elementary INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                            Vol 17. No.1.

school teachers are more accepting of students with moderate and severe disabilities than secondary school teachers. They found:

That elementary teachers reported more positive attitudes toward inclusion than did secondary teachers. This finding was attributed to the fact that the curriculum is more demanding [at] the secondary level…and elementary teachers spend more time with their students with disabilities (p.352).

Moreover, Cornoldi et al. (1998) recognized that the range of achievement at the elementary school level is narrower than secondary school, which may assist in facilitating inclusion of students with disabilities. 

Surveys indicate that many teachers have a positive attitude toward inclusion, as they recognize that inclusion enhances social skills, learning skills, and autonomy of students with disabilities (Cornoldi et al., 1998, p. 352). However, teachers expressed concerns regarding the lack of training to effectively teach students with disabilities in their classroom. Moreover, a study by Bruneau-Balderrama (1997) supported Cornoldi et al.’ (1998) findings that teachers were personally supportive of inclusion; however, a majority of them felt that it was being forced on them and expressed concern about lack of  adequate preparation and preservice for teachers. Furthermore, secondary school teachers experience a unique demand and stress associated with the inclusion of students with disabilities, as they are under pressure to teach the learning outcomes of their courses; coupled with decreased contact with students on a daily basis. 

The impact of teacher attitudes and modeling should not be under emphasised. Ann Lipsitt (1998) described the inclusion of a student with a low incidence disability into a school in Vermont. The student exhibited loud, frequent tics associated with Tourette’s Syndrome. She described the awareness program used to inform students about the child’s disability. Peers were accepting of the student and were able to ignore his behaviours. Staff, and other adults, however; had greater difficulty accepting the student: their talk tended to convey fear, annoyance and concern for themselves and their students (p. 3). In effect, the staff were conveying the message that this young man was not good enough to be a part of the whole community (Lipsitt, 1998, p. 3). Lastly, an important paper by Demerath (1994) identified the influence of teacher attitude on peer acceptance of students with moderate and severe disabilities. He concluded teacher-constructed notions of inclusion (primarily prescriptive groupings and classroom statements supportive of mutual respect of individual differences) affected student perceptions of and relationships with unlike peers (p. 1). 

4. Adolescent Psychology

According to sociologist Erik Erickson (1963), adolescents are struggling to find their identity, a task which has become more difficult as a result of prolonged education and the removal of traditional employment opportunities. Bernard (1971) laments that many young people cannot find their identity in work or school and, therefore, they form close associations with peers, be it gang, student subculture, or activist group (p.362). This close association becomes exceedingly important in the personality formation of the adolescent. 

To have an identity, the person must feel like they are a part of something; Wolman (1998) describes this phase as self-determination.  Adolescents strive to be part of a recognised social group and therefore they strive to conform to what their peers, as a group, value. Moreover, adolescents are developing sophistication and are, therefore, more aware of what their culture values. As mentioned, the values of Western society conflict with the inclusion and acceptance of people with moderate and severe disabilities. Therefore, as adolescents are especially vulnerable to shame (Schave & Schave, 1987), and seek attachment to peers with like characteristics; it becomes increasingly important to encourage interaction with peers who are perceived as different in an effort to foster respect and inclusion. 

Unfortunately, Wolman (1998) points out that an adolescent’s identity cannot develop in isolation or alienation; they must share life experiences with family and friends, and take part in society at large. Society at large, however, includes people with moderate and severe disabilities, who have often been alienated and isolated because of their disability. How then, does one escape the Catch-22 of social stigma and disabilities? Changing Western society’s values through education appears to be the key to fostering the social acceptance and inclusion of people with moderate and severe disabilities.
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5. Knowledge of Disabilities

Knowledge of disabilities facilitates inclusion of students with exceptionalities. Helmstetter, Peck and Giangreco (1994) surveyed high school students about their friendships with students with severe disabilities. Although the overwhelming majority of their comments were positive; there was one consistent difficulty mentioned by the students, relating to a lack of knowledge in how to interact with persons with disabilities. Their study indicates that the primary concerns of the sample group related to not knowing how to communicate with or how to teach students with moderate or severe disabilities (p. 274). Moreover, they suggest that some students may benefit from receiving additional training and/or more extensive introduction and orientation to personal characteristics (Helmstetter et al., 1994, p. 274).

Eisenberg, Griggins and Duval (1982) advocate for the integration of people with disabilities into regular society. They purport that the only way people with disabilities can achieve equality is through increased contact with the able-bodies and by providing them with information about disability (p. 10). Furthermore, they hypothesize that increased contact, an informational campaign, and the maintenance of a more highly visible presence may lead to a decrease in prejudicial feeling (p.10). Moreover, they also offer hope suggesting that the acceptance of a person with a disability is enhanced, if they can form a friendship with one non-disabled peer. The existence of such a friendship serves as a model for overcoming stigmatization by normalizing the disabled person.

Lastly, Barak Stussman (1997), an adult with cerebral palsy, who was educated in a segregated program as a child and then mainstreamed at age 11, wrote about his experiences in both settings. In his writing, he states  I am at ease with [talking about my difference] from the mainstream and believe the only way others can feel comfortable about any difference is through education (p. 20). Moreover, he states that adults will have to deal with people of different abilities; and the public school system should be a microcosm of the ‘real world’…[as] education is learning how to interact with others (p. 21). 

The social inclusion of students with moderate and severe disabilities relies on many factors. One of the most important determinants appears to be the level of knowledge possessed by peers and adults in the student’s life. Moreover, the teacher plays a crucial role in facilitating inclusion through the fostering of opportunities for interaction. Lastly, the nature of the student’s disability has a significant impact on social inclusion, as society has created cultural norms to which these students do not conform, thereby creating social stigma. Stigma, discrimination and ostracism of people with disabilities may be overcome with education; shaping Western society’s culture into one which values all people regardless of their differences.

Methodology

A qualitative method was employed as it provided the investigator with the flexibility to explore the intention behind student responses. Data was collected through the use of questionnaires which were predominantly multiple choice, but which allowed respondents to give insight into their responses in an area for comments associated with each question. The data from the student responses were based on 534 returned questionnaires; representing a return rate of 74%. The demographics are: 144 from Grade 9; 156 from Grade 10; 125 from Grade 11; and 109 from Grade 12. In addition, 58% of respondents were female while 42% were male.

Findings of the study

Frequency of Social Interaction 

 The frequency in which students offer or return a casual greeting with a student with a physical or intellectual disability was considered in the questionnaire. Although an average of 27% of students greet their peers with special needs on a regular basis in their class and 46% greet them in the hall; an overwhelming 87% (Table 1) indicated that they would return the greeting of a person with a low incidence disability if the contact was initiated by the student with a disability.

Reluctance to greet students with disabilities, but willingness to return a greeting, may be attributed to peer pressure or the social stigma associated with students with disabilities. However, courtesy or morality comes into play when students are greeted, as one student reflects: It would be mean not to 
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 [respond to their greeting]. Furthermore, the questionnaire inquired as to the reasons why students without disabilities do not greet students with moderate and severe disabilities. There were 291 responses to this question. Of those who responded 14% indicated that fear was the primary factor preventing social interaction. Eighteen percent and nine percent, respectively, indicated that feelings of self-consciousness or peer pressure prevented them from interacting. 

Table 1 Frequency of Social Interactions

ITEM





Yes
No
Sometimes
No response







%
%
      %

%

Do you greet students with an intellectual

27
16
     22

34

disability in your class on a regular basis?

If a student with a physical or intellectual
 
87
3
      5

6

disability greeted you in the hall would you 

return their greeting?

Do you have a class with a person 


42
22
    27

10

with a physical or intellectual disability? 

A review of the literature indicated that knowledge was a key factor in fostering inclusion. Students were questioned, as to their point of view, to determine if they believed that knowledge about disabilities would impact their interaction. The majority of students, 66% (Table 2), indicated that if they knew more about how to interact with students with disabilities, they would greet them. This response reflects fear and self-consciousness on the part of students. It does, however, also indicate that education could better facilitate the inclusion of students with moderate and severe disabilities.

Table 2
Classroom Interactions

ITEM





Yes
No
Sometimes    No Response







% 
%
%

%

If you knew more about how to interact

74
14
 0

12

with students with intellectual or physical 

disabilities would you greet them




Does the teacher in your class interact with

50
13
19

17

the student with physical or intellectual 

disabilities on a regular basis?

Have you asked a student with a physical 

23
39
27

11

or intellectual disability to be your partner 

or group member?

Classroom Climate

The classroom atmosphere can either foster or hinder the social inclusion of students with moderate and severe disabilities. The tone the classroom teacher sets regarding the acceptance of students with disabilities can dramatically impact social inclusion. Students were asked to comment if they noticed whether the classroom teacher greeted students with moderate and severe disabilities (Table 2). Students indicated that only half of the teachers greeted students with disabilities in their classroom on a regular basis.

In addition, group work is an important aspect of classroom life as well as an opportunity for socialization; therefore, students were asked to comment on the inclusion of students with disabilities into group studies within the classroom. The majority of students indicated that they have not asked 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                            Vol 17. No.1.

students to be a part of their group in a class. Table 2 indicates that only 23% of students have asked 

their peers with disabilities to be part of a group assignment. Moreover, students indicate that a large proportion of teachers (48%) do not assign students with disabilities to groups. The results of the study indicate that difficulty interacting/communicating with students with special needs was the primary reason for exclusion from group work situations. However, 21% of students indicated that they perceived having a student with disabilities in their group as more work for themselves.

Furthermore, similar to the responses in elicited from the inquiry about student greetings (Table1) wherein students were tolerant if approached and returned greeting is first greeted, students will accept their peers with disabilities into their group if they are assigned. Moreover, the data in Table 3 indicates, they are generally welcomed. One student indicated he would “probably [welcome them] because I’d feel bad”. When questioned using an open ended response regarding how students felt about having a peer with a disability in their group, the most common response indicated that they would be pleased (28%). However, a significant number of students (41%) indicated other feelings, such as ambivalence and annoyance, in their responses.

Table 3
Group Work Interactions

ITEM






Yes
No
N/A
No Response







 
%
 %
%
%

Has your teacher assigned a student with an 


28
40
19
11

intellectual or physical disability to a group with you?

Do you generally welcome students
 with physical 

80
10
 0
10

or intellectual disabilities if they are assigned 

to your group? 


If a person with a physical or intellectual disability 

83
10
 0
 6

asked to be in your group would you welcome them?

Socialization

Socialization during free time or at extra-curricular activities is critical to the formation of friendships. The data indicates that students are generally accepting if approached by peers with disabilities and will include them. However, students without disabilities, who indicated they would not interrelate, cited difficulty interacting or communicating with them as the primary reason for excluding them from conversation. One student indicated in a written comment that he would include them in conversation once approached, but, in all honesty, the conversation would probably just stop. Moreover, students indicate that they do not include students with disabilities in their conversations because they are not my friends. Ironically, this is a Catch 22 situation as students cannot develop friendships without communication, but there is a reluctance to communicate with those who are perceived not to be friends. 

Repeatedly, lack of knowledge appears to be a primary factor affecting the social inclusion of students with special needs. Table 4 indicates that 46% of students feel that they would be more comfortable talking to students with disabilities if they knew what to say to them. In addition, 25% indicated through opened comments that perhaps they would feel more comfortable if they knew what to say or do with a person with a physical or intellectual disability.

Students were asked directly if they socialised with their peers with disabilities at extra-curricular activities. Forty-eight percent of students who attended extra-curricular activities did not socialize with students, while 32% affirmed that they did. The primary reasons for not socialising were difficulty interacting or communicating and other reasons such as: they are not my friends
School dances are a popular event at most secondary schools;. therefore, there were three questions related to social interactions at school dances. Table 5 indicates that only 17% of students would ask a student with a disability to dance, while 34% stated that they would dance if asked by the student with 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF SPECIAL EDUCATION                                            Vol 17. No.1.

a disability; of those respondents, 82% were female. The most common reasons stated for declining to dance with students with disabilities was discomfort (44%) and peer pressure (32%).

Table 4
Socialization

ITEM






Yes
No    Sometimes  No Response








% 
 % 
%
%

If a student with a physical or intellectual disability 

57
9
22
4

approached you and a group of your friends at lunch 

or break would you include them in your conversation?







If you “knew” what to say or do with a person with a 

46
13
37
5

physical or intellectual disability would you feel 

more comfortable talking to them?


Do you socialise with students with disabilities at 

32
48
0
21

school sponsored extra-curricular activities?

Table 5
Interaction  at School Dances

ITEM






Yes
No 
 No Response








 %
%
%

Would you ask a student with a physical or 


17
66
18

intellectual disability to dance at a school?



Would you dance with a person with a physical or

32
48
21

intellectual disability at a  school dance if they asked you?


Teacher Assistant Role in Fostering Inclusion

There were several questions designed to determine if teacher assistants could play a role in fostering the social inclusion of students with special needs. Students overwhelmingly stated that they would assist a student, 82% of students indicated that they would help if asked by a teacher assistant, while only 10% stated that they would not (Table 6). Furthermore, 60% of students indicated that they would interact more with students, if the teacher assistant explained how to relate to the student.

Table 6
Role of Teacher Assistants

ITEM






Yes

No
No Response







 
%

%
%

Would you assist a student
 with a physical or 

82

10
8

intellectual disability if a teacher assistant


asked you?

Would you interact more if the teacher assistant 

60

28
12

who works with a student with a physical or  

intellectual disability explained how to interact?




Knowledge and Inclusion

Lastly, the final three questions of the student questionnaire requested information regarding the role of knowledge in fostering the social inclusion of students with disabilities. When questioned if students with physical or intellectual disabilities could fit in better socially if their peers knew more about disabilities, the majority of students, 68% affirmed that they would. Table 7 indicates that 48% of 
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students would like to learn more about disabilities; while 68% feel that students with physical or intellectual disabilities could fit in better socially if students knew more about disabilities. Lastly, 40% of students indicated that they would be interested in volunteering with students with disabilities.

The literature review indicated that there were several factors, which influence the social inclusion of students with moderate and severe disabilities. Moreover, the findings of this study paralleled the findings of the literature. Both indicate that culture, the nature of the student’s disability, teacher attitude, peer pressure and most importantly knowledge; affect the ability of people with special needs to be seen as valued, contributing members of their community. 

Table 7
Knowledge and Inclusion

ITEM







Yes
No
No Response








 
%
 %
%

Would you like to learn about intellectual



48
41
11

or physical disability?

Given the opportunity and training would you like to 


40
51
10

do some volunteer work with people with physical 

or intellectual disabilities.

Do you think that students with physical or intellectual 

68
19
12

disabilities could fit in better socially if students knew more

about disabilities?

Discussion And Recommendations

According to Llewellyn (2000), society creates physical and social barriers towards people with disabilities. Moreover, she states that the general public’s knowledge of disabilities is lacking and especially poor in children. Knowledge can be a powerful tool in shaping the social structure of a school. Increased social contact between adolescents with disabilities and their typical peers is occuring as a result of integration; therby, providing  typical adolescents with the opportunity to learn about people with disabilities. It is now recognized and reflected in the growing literature, that social interactions with children with moderate and severe disabilities is closely tied to the attitudes and behaviours of their typical peers (Grenot-Scheyer, 1994, p.260). 

Friendship formation in adolescence is complex and reliant on sophisticated social skills and interactions; which are often difficult if not impossible, for many students with low incidence disabilities. As a result, several recommendations are presented to help facilitate the social acceptance of students with low incidence disabilities. The first challenge is to shape the culture of the school and community by raising awareness of the abilities of people with special needs, by fostering opportunities for the community to become involved with students with special needs. In addition, freindships can be fostered by increasing the understanding  and tolerance of students within the school by fostering opportunities for peer interactions and participation in extra-curricular activities by students with disabilities.

Secondly, as the attitude of teachers has a profound impact on the success of the social inclusion of students with special needs, opportunities for professional development on issues relating to students with special needs should be made available to teachers. Furthermore, a newsletter or website with current information could be produced. Thirdly, peer pressure and the developmental stage of adolescents makes inclusion more difficult as students are unwilling to risk stigma by association. Working with a small group of non-disabled volunteers to foster acceptance is a starting point and formal friendship groups could be established. 

Fourthly, The nature and severity of the student’s disability was referenced by students as a factor which affects inclusion as it often limits the student’s ability to communicate effectively. An attempt must therefore, be made to minimize the impact of the student’s disability on their ability to participate in class and social settings. Augmentative and alternative communication strategies for greetings and 
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conversation, for students who do not use speech, should be utilized in all social situations. 

Furthermore, provision of social skills training as well as clear guidelines for acceptable behaviour for students with disabilities would also be beneficial.

Lastly, as knowledge was mentioned repeatedly in the results of the study, it is critical that it is addressed. A lack of knowledge about how to communicate, and about the nature of the students disability, leads to fear and decreased acceptance impacting social inclusion. Increasing the knowledge of student’s in the school could occur through presentations each semester in the students class, in the form of an introduction about the student. Moreover, the modelling of appropriate interactions, as well as encouraging social interaction by teacher asssistants in the classroom could have a positive effect on social acceptance.

Conclusion

Peer acceptance is fundamental to the quality of life of students with moderate and severe disabilities. This study indicates that the social inclusion of these students is hampered by several factors including: 

1) lack of knowledge about disabilities, which leads to fear and uncertainty in how to interact with students;

2) peer pressure, which discourages students from interacting with their classmates with disabilities;

3) school and community culture, which values success and achievement;

4) nature of the student’s disability, which hampers traditional communication and may also lead to inappropriate social interactions; and

5) teacher attitude, which determines the tone of the class and therefore, the degree of acceptance of students.

This study indicates that students with special needs are accepted in certain situations at senior high school; however, there is room for improvement through education and encouragement of non-disabled students and staff at the school. Knowledge is the key to inclusion of students with disabilities. It decreases fear and diminishes the stereotypes associated with people with moderate and severe disabilities, thereby facilitating their social inclusion.
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