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Abstract
The primary aim of this research project is to explore the question of how
valuable is visual art education is for pupils with visual impairment? The project
additionally aims to develop my knowledge and understanding on the topic, in
order to contribute to my professional development by applying the findings to
real life situations. Furthermore it aims to draw conclusions from any definitive
findings to add to and update existing research on the matter, in order to better
inform and prepare fellow inspiring teachers and positively impact upon visual art
education for pupils with visual impairment through worthwhile learning
experiences.

I began this project by reviewing the relevant literature on the topic, to identify
research previously undertaken and further inform and support the direction of
my research question. I then conducted a case study, interviewing two art
specialist teachers; one for pupils with moderate visual impairment and one for
severe. I then observed an art lesson for a sample of pupils whose visual
impairment ranged in severity. Subsequently I held a focus group interview with
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this sample of pupils. The collected data was then thoroughly analysed. This
triangulation of data and methods provided the findings and conclusions with
increased validity and gave greater insight in to the experience of those directly
involved with the research question.

From the final results of this study I concluded that visual art education has great
potential to be valuable for pupils with visual impairment. This was found to be
dependent on the innovation of the teacher and his or her appreciation of the
individuals needs, abilities and levels of vision. The results identified the specific
and wider educational benefits visual art education can provide especially for the
visually impaired and suggests how to apply this further in practice.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
1.1 Project Overview
This research project originated in my passion for education in both art and
design and in special educational needs (SEN). The research project is a smallscale investigation in to the value of visual art education for pupils with visual
impairment. Visual art meaning Art and Design and may be referred to as simply
art education.

1.2 Rationale
I felt this research necessary due to the gap within the relevant literature, which
does not allow one to readily access up to date information on the topic. Due to
the limited contemporary research, awareness and general knowledge on the
matter I felt this research was essential not only for myself, but for fellow student
teachers, to better inform and prepare us for the world of teaching in the hope of
positively impacting art education for pupils with visual impairment.

1.3 Aims
The primary research aim is to determine if visual art education is a worthwhile
subject for pupils with visual impairment. As an inspiring teacher I acknowledge I
am a life long learner, therefore an additional aim is to develop my knowledge
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and understanding on the topic, in order to contribute to my professional
development and to my potential success as an educator for pupils with SEN by
applying my findings to real life situations. Furthermore I aim to provide an
updated perspective on the topic.

1.4 Objectives
In order to achieve the project aims I plan to investigate: the relevance of visual
art education for pupils with visual impairment; the benefits, if any; the challenges
that arise; and how or if it impacts upon their overall education in terms of their
Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities (TSPC), levels of engagement and
attitudes towards learning. To achieve this I will review the relevant literature to
identify research previously undertaken and further inform the direction of my
research question. I then intend to conduct research in a school for the visually
impaired. This will consist of interviews with art specialist teachers for the visually
impaired, an observation of an art lesson for a sample of pupils whose visual
impairment ranges in severity and a focus group interview with this sample of
pupils. The results from the research will then be analysed to address the research
question, using both the results and evidence from the literature review to
support the analysis.
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It is to be hoped that any definitive findings and conclusions can be used to
inform my practice, impact the art education for pupils with visual impairment in
real life settings and add to existing research in this important field.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
This review will explore the relevant literature on the value of visual art education
for visually impaired pupils. A wide variety of sources hold potential value for the
topic, however, given limitations of time, those most pertinent to the aims of the
project will be focused upon. As such, I will review recent developments in art
education and attitudes towards the relevance of art education for visually
impaired pupils; the challenges and benefits encountered in their learning and
development; and the impact of art education on their overall education.

2.2 Recent Development in Visual Art Education for Pupils with Visual
Impairment
It is important to recognise that each student’s vision impairment is unique. Visual
impairment is an umbrella term, representing two main categories: partially
sighted and blind (Naidoo et al, 2016). It is widely thought that complete
blindness makes the creation of visual art virtually impossible, (Marmor, 2014)
however legal blindness does not always mean complete lack of vision, as usually
those with severe visual impairment still have some level of visual perception
(Rothman, 2015). Environmental factors including, “inappropriate lighting, light
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glare and fatigue” can also have an impact on levels of visual impairment
(Lawther, 2013, p112).

The 1981 Education Act greatly impacted on the transformation of art education
for pupils with visual impairment. Prior to this Act all areas of art education,
except product-based crafts were excluded, and haptic perception was thought to
be an inadequate way of understanding aesthetic and intellectual subjects
(Hayhoe, 2005). Social progression has occurred since. This is evident in the
organisations, which have created an inclusive community to support art
education for those with visual impairment.

Legal and policy developments have also taken place, with the Equality Act (2010)
and Every School a Good School (2009); these have reinforced inclusion and
equality, which positively impacted the education and lives of those with visual
impairment. Additionally the SEND Code of Practice (2015) has enhanced the
rights of pupils with SEN to attend mainstream schools and receive a broad and
balanced curriculum (Department for Education and Health, 2015). In Northern
Ireland, 2012, approximately two thirds of pupils with visual impairment were
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educated in a mainstream school, one third attended special schools, and two
percent attended specialised schools for visually impaired learners (Kiel, 2012).
Due to the Northern Ireland curriculum’s aim for inclusive education, each school
is required to offer full access to the broad and balanced curriculum, which
includes Art and Design (Department of Education and Health, 2015). This
demonstrates the development of art education for the visually impaired from the
1981 Education Act to 2017 and how art education is now firmly placed within
the curriculum for the full spectrum of pupils.

2.3 Attitudes Towards the Relevance of Art Education for Pupils with Visual
Impairment
Many have questioned the relevance and place of art education for the visually
impaired, going as far back as the philosophers Locke, Berkeley and Diderot
during the time of the enlightenment and psychologists such as Senden, Revesz
and Hopkins during the 20th Century (Hayhoe, 2013). This attitude adopts the
principle that art is understood through vision alone. Contrasting with this are the
talented artists Claude Monet and Edgar Degas, who were legally blind (Marmor,
2014).
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Revesz (1950) disregarded the visually impaired’s ability to produce art, on the
basis that they cannot derive experiences of colour nor form in our world (Revesz,
1950). However, we all learn about our world in a unique way and each express
these experiences differently through art (Dissanayake, 2015). Indeed, Penketh
(2016) describes how art can facilitate this individual expression in an infinite
variety of ways, therefore if the visual impairment of the student does not allow
them to see colour, the purposeful use of colour may not be necessary in their
artwork.

There is dissonance in the research approaches, with Hopkins (2004) disregarding
the visually impaired’s ability to appreciate and create two-dimensional art, yet
raised line drawings have been explored for decades to overcome such a barrier.
Contrastingly Arnheim (1990) found that visually impaired participants took to line
drawings naturally, due to the fact that “lines are not derived from line like shapes
observed in nature, but from the boundaries of shapes and objects” (Arnheim,
1990, p62), something they have much experience of exploring though their
haptic perceptions. Rothman’s (2015) work is a fitting example of this. Figure 1
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demonstrates how Rothman (2015) bridged the gap between two-dimensional
and three-dimensional art by transferring his ink drawings on to clay.

Figure 1. (Rothman, 2015, p17)

Indeed, Macpherson et al (2016) and Shih and Chao (2010) successfully taught
line drawing to pupils with severe visual impairment. They found it to be
purposeful as it resulted in positive feelings of accomplishment in the pupils. This
contrasts with Hayhoe’s (2005) research which found line drawing to be
detrimental for the visually impaired, leading one to enquire how beneficial the
two-dimensional art form actually is for them, being only one among many
equally valid styles.
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Wenham (2003) asks us to be realistic and recognise that visual art is a visual
language and acknowledge that vision provides more reference to information,
giving the sighted an advantage when appreciating and creating art (Rothman,
2016). However, Malley and Silverstein (2014) argue that it should not be about
advantage and disadvantage: “regardless of barriers, physical or environmental, all
students need the opportunity to learn in and through the arts” (Malley and
Silverstein, 2014, p39). Discordantly, Lawther (2013, p113) recognises the
“untouchable”, such as an airplane in the sky or a cloud. The key issue, it seems,
is one of providing the tailored opportunities to learn for all rather than judging
learning only by the deemed quality of the output.

2.4 The Challenges to Learning and Development in Art Education for Pupils
with Visual Impairment
Appreciating the art of others is an important area for learning and development
in art education, as stated by Northern Ireland’s Statutory Requirements for Art
and Design (CCEA, 2014), however, many have questioned the visually impaired’s
ability to do so (Wing, 2016). Various services are available to facilitate them in
museums, including touch collections, exhibitions, tours, audio guides and braille
information (Argyropoulos et al, 2015). However barriers remain which challenge
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their learning and development, as the art accessible is only “a fraction of a
fraction of all that is within the museums” (Weisen, 2008, p247).

Howell and Porter (2003) insightfully ask: “How then can someone who is
congenitally blind be given intellectual access to non-tactile artworks that are not
artefacts and do not have clear descriptive relationships to objects?” (Howell and
Porter, 2003, p2). Three-dimensional replicas appear to be the current solution,
such as iMap and printers that create tactile interpretations of paintings (Krivec et
al, 2014). However the Northern Ireland Statutory Requirements for Art and
Design also require students to evaluate their own and others’ work (CCEA, 2014).
This further challenges the visually impaired’s learning and development, as
description is the only aid to interpreting their peers’ two-dimensional art.
However reliance on description is again a challenge, as Berger (2008) stated,
“there is an always present gap between words and seeing” (Berger, 2008, p1).

Hehir (2002) suggests the key challenge is overcoming ableism in relation to
assessment in education. Hehir (2002) describes ableism as how society would
prefer disabled students to act and do the same as non-disabled students. The
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ultimate conclusion of this approach is that art should allow for only one level of
assessment, one level of experience and one level of ability. Contrary to this ‘one
size’ approach, Arnheim (1990, p64) insightfully argues:
It is the task for the art teacher of the blind to convince his students that
the aesthetic standards of the social majority are not automatically
binding. Rather than be urged to make up for the lack of sight beyond
what is practically useful, they should be encouraged to take pride in the
unique contributions they can make to the culture to which they belong as
a respected minority.
This is a powerful argument and something to be embraced, however it is still
essential to ensure equal access to all areas within art education, as only the
individual can determine its worth and relevance to themselves (Department of
Education,

2015).

Arnheim’s

(1990)

argument

aligns

with

the

Statutory

Requirements of the Northern Ireland Curriculum (2016), which requires the
teacher to identify areas of learning presenting specific difficulties. They can then
differentiate to provide the pupil with ‘worthwhile experiences’ to develop their
knowledge, skills and understanding within Art and Design (CCEA, 2016). Hayhoe’s
(2013) theoretical framework opposes Arnheim’s (1990), stating that the inclusion
for the visually impaired pupils in mainstream art classes acts in itself as exclusion.
This links to Hehir’s (2002) argument that the aesthetic standards of the social
majority are enforced, even when harmful. Hayhoe’s (2005) case study exposes
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this practice by exploring different experiences of visually impaired students in
mainstream art classes. He identified one A Level student who immersed himself
in the discovery and creative process, only to be discouraged by the teacher’s
insistence on perfecting the technical product. Hayhoe (2013) stresses the true
learning actually occurred through the creative process and contrasts this with the
aesthetic standards of the sighted being inflicted upon the student through the
teacher’s assessment, resulting in the demotivation of the student. This case
contrasts markedly with CCEA’s (2007) guidelines which state in art “the emphasis
should be on process and enjoyment, rather than the finished product” (CCEA,
2007, p28), and stresses that “assessment for students with SEN should focus on
the progression of the individual and be used to monitor progression in
Knowledge and Understanding, Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities, CrossCurricular Skills and Areas of Learning (CCEA, 2013, p11). The overall conclusion
from this research and guidelines is that the actual process of art education can
provide valuable and intrinsic learning, almost regardless of the finished product.

2.5 The Benefits of Art Education for Pupils with Visual Impairment
While Revesz (1950) remained focused on the aesthetic elements and final
product of the visual arts where sight is vital (Wenham, 2003), it is evident that
there is more to art education, with exploratory, experimental and experiential
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learning taking place through the process (Jagodzinski, 2016). Art Education For
the Blind Inc. (AEB) (2003) reinforces this and encourages the emphasis to be
placed on the “process of discovering art and making creative choices,” setting
aside our ideas about the final artwork (Axel and Levent, 2003, p21). This links to
the contemporary art understanding which the Royal Institute of Blind People
(RNIB) (2014) explains, “creativity is more to do with the processes that are used
to arrive at the product than the product itself,” describing the ability to make
decisions and solve problems as being at the core of this process and
fundamental to all successful learning (RNIB, 2014, p78). This closely links to
Dewey’s (1938) theory that children learn through experience (Pound, 2012). In
‘Art as Experience’, Dewey (2009) powerfully explains how the initial learning in art
education emerges experientially through doing and emergent learning occurs
through exploration, experimentation and improvisation within the creative
process of art making. This type of pedagogy in art education is beneficial to the
learning and development of the visually impaired, as its premise is that sight is
not necessary to explore, experience or experiment.
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In art, problem solving, decision-making, divergent thinking skills, risk taking and
learning from failure are all part of the doing process, something the visually
impaired are capable of and interact with instinctively because of their vision
impairment (Granville, 2012). This is due to the alternative techniques and
compensatory skills the visually impaired pupil must develop in order to achieve
what their sighted peers do through vision (Sapp and Hatlen, 2010). Due to this
the visually impaired may develop further in certain skill areas than their sighted
peers. Supporting this concept are Al-Dababneh et al (2015) who found that
visually impaired pupils showed superiority in creativity, creative thinking and in
their imagination. This demonstrates that well planned tailored art education,
which takes full account of individual needs can highlight the visually impaired’s
strengths in areas favourable in art education. As research has identified, pupils
with visual impairment have less information about the environment, the
responsibility is on the teacher to plan the development of their imagination as
an outcome (Ibrahim, 2003). Conversely in this case the visually impaired’s barrier
to sight could benefit them in art, as their imagination is not limited by visual
reality. While Al-Dababneh et al (2015) and Ibrahim (2003) take different research
perspectives, both validate the benefits of art education for the visually impaired,
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in either developing their imagination further or by using their unique
imagination to their advantage.

2.6 The Impact Art Education has on the Visually Impaired’s Overall
Education in Relation to their Thinking Skills and Personal Capabilities,
Attitudes Towards Learning and Level of Engagement
Visual art education is known for developing expression, observation, reflection,
evaluation, engagement, persistence and the ability to envision (Hetland, 2015).
Such skills obtained in art education can indeed be transferred to other areas of
learning to improve levels of engagement, overall learning and achievement given
a well-planned and resourced real-life setting (Winner et al, 2013).

Research has identified the benefits of art in education. For example Fiskke (1999)
conducted seven studies, demonstrating the connection between high levels of
arts participation and higher grades in reading and numeracy (Fiskke, 1999).
Similarly, Burton et al (2000) found that pupils with more art education were
assessed as having better creativity, fluency, and originality. They were also more
able to take risks in their learning, be publicly expressive with thoughts and ideas,
were more cooperative and willing to contribute in class (Lloyd, 2017). This
demonstrates the impact art education has on the development of TSPC and their
attitudes towards learning (Lloyd, 2017). Additionally Fiskke (1999) found art

23

education to improve social connectedness such as working with others (Lloyd,
2017). This is particularly beneficial for pupils with visual impairment, as studies
show that social isolation is very probable for them (Perez-Pereira and ContiRamsden, 2013).
Synthesising the existing relevant literature, there is no doubt that different
theoretical frameworks have been used by researchers in assessing the value of
art education for the visually impaired pupil. The trend of more recent evidence
focuses on how a capable teacher can enhance the pupils learning experience
and benefits derived from the actual process of art education itself. The question
remains relevant: How valuable is visual art education for the visually impaired
pupils and can real life practice be developed further to enhance its value?
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Research context
This study’s principle aim was to investigate the value of visual art education for
pupils with visual impairment. To achieve this aim a case study approach was
used to conduct a small-scale investigation through a range of data collection
methods to achieve the most reliable and valid results. Yin (2013) defines a case
study as, “an empirical inquiry about a contemporary phenomenon, set within its
real world context” (Yin, 2013, p18).

A case study has advantages and disadvantages (Yin, 2013) for this particular
research, which must be recognised in the interpretation of results and confidence
level assigned to the conclusions. One advantage is that it uses a range of data
collection methods and different perspectives (Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier,
2013). This helps to triangulate the data and strengthen the validity of the
conclusions drawn (Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013). In addition the case
study is a method of learning (Flyvbjerg, 2006) through discovering and
documenting (Stenhouse, 1979), which suitably meets one of the project’s aims.
Favourably a case study’s results are immediately intelligible to a wider audience
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due to the informal language used and therefore can impact real life settings
(Mangal and Mangal, 2013). Since the case study “begins in a world of action and
contributes to it” (Cohen et al, 2013, p292), it allows practice to be informed by
detailed analysis of the student and teacher experience.

On the other hand, the results of case studies are often influenced by the biased
views of the researcher’s interpretation of the data analysed (Zainal, 2017).
However, I took strong account of the potential bias and ensured it did not occur
by engaging in extensive research reflection using a social constructivist approach
and by continually challenging my assumptions and hypotheses. Furthermore, a
case study is a small-scale investigation providing limited grounds for generalising
conclusions (Zainal, 2017). In order to overcome this all conclusions drawn in this
research will be tested against the literature reviewed (Lodico, Spaulding and
Voegtle, 2010, p165). Case studies also involve interactions with others, therefore
ethical issues must be carefully considered (Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013).
As outlined above, all disadvantages can be overcome by firstly recognising them
and then by instituting best case study practice.
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Weighing up the above, I concluded that a case study was an appropriate
methodology to provide evidence for the research question as firstly, it allows for
a single researcher (Cohen et al, 2013). Secondly, it fits the purpose of developing
my knowledge, as learning and theory emerge naturally from the case process
(Harland, 2014). This includes learning from the experiences of others, which
Eisner (2017) suggests to be “one of the most useful human abilities” (Eisner,
2017, p202). Thirdly it is useful when asking descriptive and explanatory questions
(Yin, 2012) and can help link cause and effect by observing effects in real contexts
through qualitative data collection methods (Cohen et al, 2013). This directly
relates to the purpose of the research question, which aims to discover if art
education is of value for pupils with visual impairment.

3.2 Participants
I used purposeful sampling by selecting two teachers and nine pupils from a
school for the visually impaired as the participants for the case study. Typical case
sampling was chosen to further exemplify the focus of interest. The samples
included a group of nine pupils with different levels of visual impairment, their
classroom teacher who was also an art specialist and another art teacher for
pupils with severe visual impairment (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015).
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3.3 Ethical Consideration
Ethics is defined as; “norms of conduct that distinguish between acceptable and
unacceptable behaviour” (Hamilton and Corbett-Whittier, 2013, p64). I followed
BERA’s (2011) Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research to protect the rights of
all participants involved in the case study. I sought voluntary consent from all
participants by informing them of the process, explaining why their participation
was necessary, how data would be used, who it would be reported to, and that it
would be destroyed after use. Furthermore, I informed the participants that they
were entitled to full privacy and would receive confidentiality and anonymity and
have the right to withdraw at any time. Additionally, consent forms were signed
by or on behalf of all participants and received before undertaking research
(BERA, 2011).

3.4 Data collection
3.4.1 Semi-Structured Interview
An interview is a qualitative data collection method (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015),
which Cohen et al (2013) described as an “interchange of views between two or
more people on a topic of mutual interest” (Cohen et al, 2013, p267). I chose
interviews, as they are intersubjective and can provide data with depth and
richness. This allowed me to learn from the experiences and interpretations of
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those involved, meeting one of the objectives of the research question (Cohen et
al, 2013).

A semi-structured interview was chosen as the most suitable method to extract
the data to provide the evidence to thoroughly test the research question.
Favourably, in a semi-structured interview the questions are predetermined, this
provides a focus and considers the time limitations of the participants (Lochmiller
and Lester, 2015). Unlike a structured interview a semi-structured interview is
flexible and therefore allows the questions to be rephrased to provide in-depth
understanding for the participants (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015). Additionally,
open-ended questions were allowed to enable respondents to talk freely,
emotionally and in depth about their experiences (Cohen et al, 2013). I used this
exploratory element as it develops a hypothesis, rather than a collection of facts,
which meets the objectives of the case study (Cohen et al, 2013).

A disadvantage of an interview is that the data collected will inevitably have a
bias (Cohen et al, 2013). The bias can be due to many factors such as, the
participants’ unique experiences and interpretations, the interviewer’s influence, or
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natural human error (Cohen et al, 2013). I considered this and as a result
conducted three interviews including a focus group with different participants, to
provide enhanced reliability of evidence and the validity of results.

I interviewed both teachers about their interpretations of art education for pupils
with visual impairment before observing an art lesson, for the chosen sample. This
aimed to better inform my analysis of the interviews and focus group. Next I
conducted a focus group with the sample to access their personal experiences of
the value of art education. A voice recorder was used during the three interviews
to allow for full analysis of the collected data.

3.4.2 Focus Group
A focus group is an interview with multiple participants (Lochmiller and Lester,
2015). I held a focus group with the visually impaired pupils as it is less
intimidating for them to participate with their peers than a one to one interview
with myself, with whom they have no relationship (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015).
Whilst appreciating the potential for some pupils holding back certain information
in front of their peers, I decided it was the most suitable method to document indepth experiences in order to generate findings. I found this facilitated
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experiences and views to emerge, providing insights not possible from a one-toone interview. Additionally, it was a practical way to collect a large amount of
data in a short period of time (Cohen et al, 2013).

3.4.3 Semi-Structured Observations
Observations move beyond perception based data and enable the researcher to
see the details not discussed in interviews (Cohen et al 2013). Observation was
suitable as it provided a better understanding of the situations being described in
the complementary interviews and focus groups. A semi-structured observation
was chosen, in order to generate a hypothesis rather than test one (Cohen et al,
2013). I chose a non-participant role in order to minimize my interactions with the
participants and gain a better understanding of experiences (Lochmiller and
Lester, 2015). However I am conscious my presence may have brought about
different behaviours regardless (Cohen et al, 2013).

The disadvantage of observations for collecting data is that behaviour may be
seen which is unusual or a one off. Additionally, only one observation was
conducted, which can be used to support understandings from the interview but
cannot be used to generate a hypothesis alone. However taking account of all of
this, the methods fit the purpose, which was to support my understanding of the
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interviews through interpretations. Observations can have biased interpretations,
however due to the additional methods of data collection employed, triangulation
was provided. (Cohen et al, 2013). Triangulation was used to establish validity and
trustworthiness of the data collected (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015). I adopted
Lincon and Guba’s (1985) observational recording method by using an
observation box of predetermined themes to record notes during the observation
and

to

develop

a

tentative

running

record

of

on-going

analysis

and

interpretations (Cohen et al, 2013).

3.5 Qualitative Data Analysis
I partook in qualitative data analysis in order to inductively interpret the data and
highlight how I came to the final conclusions and how these conclusions were
grounded in the words of the participant in an objective manner (Lochmiller and
Lester, 2015). Firstly I familiarised myself with the data and documented key
analytical questions (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015). Next an edited transcript was
produced to capture all relevant data in the interviews or recorded from the
observation (Paulus et al, 2014). I then made memoranda of the data to further
develop understanding, analytical ideas and make suggestive links supported by
theoretical perspectives.
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The data were coded and sorted in to smaller categories by bridging the data
with my interpretations. This began by interpreting and applying meaning in a
manner true to the participants’ reality, before identifying relationships among
variables, patterns and themes, as well as the distinct differences among them
(Lochmiller and Lester, 2015). Finally, the categories were generalised in to themes
with regards to a formalized body of knowledge (Miles and Huberman, 1994).

Eisner (2017) describes how the validity of qualitative research analysis can be
challenged, stating that the validity is relative to the degree to which the
researcher’s account matches the reality of the participants. I considered the
several strategies to increase validity throughout the case study, including mentor
checking, audit trails, triangulation and mentor debriefing. The primary drawback
to this case study’s validity lies in the limited timeframe given for the overall
project (Lochmiller and Lester, 2015).
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis
4.1 The Results
Below I have outlined the results from the observed art lesson for the visually
impaired student sample, the focus group within the sample, and both interviews;
interviewee one being the art teacher of the sample and interviewee two being
an art teacher for pupils with severe visual impairment.

4.1.2 The Observation
I observed an art lesson for eight pupils with visual impairment. The severity of
their impairment ranged, however all pupils could see colour. The lesson
consisted of two parts; part one involved exploring and experimenting with clay,
whilst part two followed a procedure to make Christmas decorations using clay.

The idea of touching the clay challenged pupils, however, gloves were provided
to ameliorate this sensory issue. All pupils were able to explore and experiment
with their clay sample and appeared very engaged. This was evident from their
concentration when pulling, stretching and rolling the clay, their participation in
discussion and their comments such as, “WOW”, “Yes I love clay!.” and “Look at
what it can do.” Language was promoted and used by the pupils throughout part
one, for example “I stretched the clay and moulded it around my thumb”. TSPC
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were used and promoted, such as managing information when asking questions,
for example, “Why is the clay wet?.” and being creative when exploring,
experimenting and imagining: “It feels cold – like glue tack – it smells like sand.”
The teacher praised the pupils; resulting in eager responses such as, “Look what I
made with mine.” High levels of engagement, enjoyment and positive attitudes to
learning occurred. Evidence of this lies in the pupils’ positive responses and
inquisitive questions such as, “Can I smell it?” and their eagerness to overcome
challenges. For example, when the teacher said, “this might be too hard for them
to roll” the pupils responded, “It won’t be! It won’t be!”

In part two templates were used to create decorations. This involved rolling out
clay slabs, tracing around a Christmas template, cutting out the traced shape and
decorating the clay with different textures using stampers and etching tools. The
range of resources provided differentiation for the different levels of fine motor
skills. Levels of engagement significantly dropped in part two as the pupils
watched the teacher roll each clay slab out for them, as well as during step-bystep demonstrations of how to make the Christmas decorations and the different
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textures to be created. Their disengagement was evident as pupils wandered
around the room, did not pay attention, and became unresponsive to questions.

The pupils also appeared disengaged during the tracing and cutting tasks. This
was evident as all but one abandoned their work. The teacher and assistant then
completed the tasks for them. There was no differentiation for those unable to
partake in the cutting, rolling, and tracing. The pupils became more engaged
when making textures on the clay slab. This was evident, as they appeared
focused on their work. TSPC were used, as seen when the pupils made decisions,
selecting tools to use, and when being creative in making textures. Throughout
the lesson the pupils did not engage with each other but solely with the teacher.

4.1.3 The Focus Group Interview
The pupils were asked, “What did you enjoy in art today?” to which they
responded “Feeling the clay - smelling it – making textures - and lines - making
patterns – moulding – rolling.” When asked what they found difficult they replied,
“Cutting because it was difficult - hard to trace around.” The remaining pupils
agreed, stating “Yeah but then Mr cut mine for me.” The pupils were asked what
they learnt during the lesson observed to which they responded, “It was wet and
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soft – it was made under the ground – a kiln.” They later stated their discoveries
of how the clay could be manipulated stating, “I rolled mine in to a hot dog mine got very thin - I made a big ball and a wee ball - I moulded mine around
my thumb.”

The focus group interview provides evidence that TSPC are used in the sample’s
art education. This is evident in the pupil’s statement, “Art is important to me
because it helps me learn how to do stuff – like making things or finding what
something can do.” When asked “How does art help you in other areas of
school?” the pupils responded, “It helps me with a lot of knowledge in school and
in other subjects – like if you are cooking - art helps you learn what’s in our
world.”

4.1.4 Interview Results Table
The results from the interviews with the art teachers have been presented in a
table format. This was to ensure the questions and responses are coherent to the
reader and for reference purposes, as questions and responses will be referred to
in 4.2 The Analysis.
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Interviewee One’s Response

Questions Asked

Interviewee Two’s Response

1. In your experience how Very relevant, especially for the It is a lot to do with how the
relevant is art education for VI kids as they rely on tactile teacher

interprets

pupils with visual impairment?

and

media.

curriculum

the

makes

it

accessible to the children.
2. What are the benefits of art Art

is

cross-curricular,

this They need it for their senses

education for pupils with visual benefits them in other areas.

and tactile needs. It makes

impairment?

them think and helps them
build up a real picture of
things… so they’ve got more of
a link to real life.

3. Is the emphasis of learning Yes,
through the process beneficial?

for

their

independent

organisation, Yes … the actions involved in

thinking

and the

processes.

process

are

more

important

for

their

development

and

thinking

skills than the final result.
4.

How

is

experience
accommodate

the

learning There they could make their We use colour for Child A who

tailored
the

to own

patterns

or

use

the is losing his sight, he loves wiki

different stamps – so they can delve in sticks and he can make shapes

levels of visual impairment and according to their needs and out of them and stick it on
each
ability?

student’s

individual ability - some can cut out, card, it’s raised and has colour.
some cant, but there wouldn’t
be much of a differentiation
for

those with very severe
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visual impairment.
5. How does art education They can transfer those skills I use art in all the other
impact their overall education to everyday life and across the subjects to help meet their
in terms of their thinking skills curriculum.

TSPC targets. Working together

and personal capabilities?

improved their communication
skills and teamwork skills.

6. How does art education With art there is a workman I
impact their overall education ethic
in

terms

of

their

…

attitudes attitudes.

less

interlink

art

in

all

other

competitive subjects. If art is brought in to
other

subjects

they

are

towards learning and levels of

engaged if it’s tactile and they

engagement?

enjoy it – you know more
engaged

so

then

better

attitudes to learning.
7. What challenges do these Their vision impairment is a Being

independent,

pupils face in terms of their challenge but not something Some

of

them

colour.

don’t

like

learning and development in which is going to stop them different textures and if they
art education?

from being creative - there is are blind all their lives 2D just
art media which doesn’t have isn’t suitable, so everything has
to be visual – sound and to be 3D - they would have to
sculpture.

feel a tree’s shape and texture
because

they

have

abstract

ideas in their head. So for
Child E’s clay work I got him to
feel a toy octopus and feel the
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different parts you know the
head, arms, suction cups - and
then got him to feel textures
that would be similar to an
octopus.
8. What challenges are faced You

have

to

adapt

the It depends on the teacher - I

for them in terms of accessing curriculum to suit their needs. would assess them probably,
the

curriculum

assessment?

and Their fine motor skills are a how independent they’ve been,
challenge - their independence their

own

ideas

and

can be the biggest challenge thinking skills.
holding them back - going in
to GCSE, the restraints of an
assessment criteria, their talent,
the look, but for me art is
about the experience not the
final product.

4.2 The Analysis
Below I have analysed the results in relation to the research question: ‘How
valuable is visual art education for pupils with visual impairment?’, using both the
results and evidence from the literature review to support the analysis.
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their

4.2.1 The Relevance of Art Education for the Visually Impaired
The results from the focus group indicate all learning and enjoyment identified by
the pupils occurred during tasks suited to their needs and ability which involved
their active participation in the process and through discussion. This corresponds
to the results from the observation, which identified high levels of engagement,
enjoyment and positive attitudes towards learning in similar situations. This
interpretation supports Hayhoe’s (2013) research and Dewey’s (2009) theory,
which agree that learning in art education emerges experientially within the
creative process of art making.

One could point out that the tasks of cutting and tracing in the lesson are
experiential, however the pupils described these tasks as ‘too difficult’ and
consequently the teacher completed these tasks. Such results suggest that the
difficult tasks were not appropriate for the needs and abilities of the pupils. This
is supported through the findings from the observation, as levels of engagement
greatly decreased during demonstrations and the tasks of tracing and cutting.
This would suggest that the relevance of art education for these pupils depends
on appropriate learning experiences tailored to the individual needs and abilities
and occurs within the creative process as theorised by Dewey (2009). This is

45

supported by interviewee two’s opinion that the relevance of art education for
pupils with visual impairment “is a lot to do with how the teacher interprets the
curriculum and makes it accessible to the children.” This is further reinforced by
the lesson observed which clearly highlights that the teacher’s planned learning
experiences within part one made the learning relevant for the pupils whereas the
planned tasks of cutting and tracing, which were too difficult, did not.

The issue was that the learning experiences became final product orientated. This
was evident from the templates and demonstrations used that eliminated
creativity, for example when the teacher showed the different textures which
could be created and how, which limited the pupils’ use of TSPC. Furthermore,
the teacher completing the tasks of cutting, tracing and rolling out slabs limited
the learning experience for the pupils and suggested the need for a final
outcome of a certain standard. Arnheim’s (1990) proposal of focusing on the
process is significant here and could be applied to further support the practice of
relevant art education for these pupils, as observed in part one. He states, “It is
the task for the art teacher of the blind to convince his students that the aesthetic
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standards of the social majority are not automatically binding.” (Arnheim, 1990,
p64).

4.2.2 Aesthetics as a Challenge
Interviewee one identifies “the restraints of an assessment criteria, their talent, the
look” as a challenge. This relates to the final product focus, evident from the
observation, which challenged the pupils’ learning, development and creativity.
This corresponds to the results of Hayhoe’s (2013) case study, however Hayhoe
(2013) does not identify aesthetics as a challenge but as pressure placed on the
pupil by the teacher, which relates to Hehir’s (2002) idea of ableism. Arnheim’s
(1990) advice previously discussed would improve art education for the pupils and
provide them with an accurate idea of the true purpose of visual art. This is
supported by AEB’s (2003) findings which show development and learning
emerges through the “process of discovering art and making creative choices,”
whilst setting aside our ideas about the final artwork (Axel & Levent, 2003, p21).
This understanding could be adopted in practice to avoid any unnecessary
barriers to the pupils’ creativity and in turn provide a more valuable art education
for the visually impaired pupils. This suggestion is strengthened by Dewey (2009)
and Jagodzinski (2016), who argue that exploratory, experimental and experiential
learning take place through the process within art and design, and CCEA’s (2007)
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guidelines, which state in art, “the emphasis should be on the process and
enjoyment, rather that the finished product.” (CCEA, 2007, P1).

4.2.3 The Benefits of Visual Art Education for Pupils with Visual Impairment
Similarly both interviewees identify the emphasis of learning through the process
to be beneficial, this is evident in their response to question two outlined in the
results. This matches with my own interpretation from the triangulation of data
that most learning occurred and higher levels of TSPC were used during the
creative process within part one. Such results align with the research of Hayhoe
(2013) and Dewey (2009), as they also identified an emphasis on learning through
process in art as beneficial for learning, development and TSPC. Further
strengthening this analysis is interviewee two’s use of the relationship between art
and the development of TSPC to “help meet (the pupils’) TSPC targets.” This is
evident in her response to interview question five and highlights how useful art
education can be for pupils with visual impairment.

However, in the observed lesson there were missed opportunities to promote
TSPC due to the inappropriate resources, tasks and rigid demonstration previously

48

discussed. Planning tasks tailored to the ability and needs of the pupils would
support their independence, develop their TSPC and consequently be even more
valuable for them. TSPC could be further promoted by encouraging discovery
based learning and supporting pupils’ engagement in the doing process where
such learning occurs. For example, addressing the pupils’ curiosity by facilitating
their use of their imagination and the exploration of their own ideas to discover
ways to make texture rather than informing them. These suggestions are
supported by RNIB’s (2014) findings that “creativity is more to do with the
processes that are used to arrive at the product than the product itself,”
describing the ability to make decisions and solve problems as fundamental to all
successful learning (RNIB, 2014, p78). Granville’s (2012) research supports this
suggestion further as it found problem solving, decision-making, divergent
thinking skills, risk taking and making mistakes to be fundamental to successful
learning within art.

Ibrahim’s (2003) research has identified that pupils with visual impairment have
less information about the environment. This corresponded to the results as
interviewee two identifies that pupils with severe visual impairment must always,
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“feel the shape … because they have their own abstract ideas in their head” as a
challenge for them. This demonstrates how valuable art education is for the
visually impaired in particular, as it provides them with these essential first hand
experiences necessary for their development. This analysis is strengthened by the
voice of the pupils in the focus group who state, “Art helps you learn what’s in
our world.” This is further supported by interviewee two’s response to interview
question two.

This challenge relates to Lawther’s (2013) studies that recognise the difficulties
these pupils face when confronting the ‘untouchable’. However this challenge is
not limited to art education, as Berger (2008) stated “there is an always a present
gap between words and seeing” (Berger, 2008, p1). The results demonstrate how
art education can bridge this gap as interviewee two identifies in response to
interview question seven her efforts to overcome such difficulties through art
education. This exemplifies how valuable art education can be particularly for
these pupils in overcoming the barriers they face.

The results of the observation found the pupils did not engage with peers but
connected solely with the teacher. This parallels to Perez-Pereira & Conti-

50

Ramsden’s (2013) studies that show social isolation is unfortunately very probable
for visually impaired pupils. However, interviewee two identified the benefits
group art had on the pupils’ ability to work together when stating, “Working
together improved their communication skills and teamwork skills.” This finding
corresponds with Lloyd’s (2017) research, which found art education improved
social connectedness, and thus emphasises how valuable group art can be
especially for the pupils with visual impairment. Working with others was not
promoted in the lesson observed therefore this could be introduced to further
develop the value of art education for the visually impaired.

4.2.4 The Impact of Art Education on the Visually Impaired Pupils’ Levels of
Engagement and Attitudes Towards Learning
The data collected did not suggest art impacted the pupils’ attitudes to learning
or levels of engagement in other subjects and this could indeed be viewed as an
opportunity to improve practice. However, interviewee two interlinks art in other
subjects, finding this to aid positive attitudes and engagement levels. This
illustrates the value of art education for the visually impaired and encourages
practice, which interlinks art within other subjects to benefit the pupils’
engagement and overall education.
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Furthermore the results show confidence and self-esteem was increased through
praise, which promoted the pupils’ levels of engagement and attitudes towards
learning. This was evident as they became more open to discussion and sharing
of ideas, which corresponds to the studies of Burton et al (2000) that show pupils
in art intensive settings are more cooperative and willing to contribute in class
(Lloyd, 2017). Connectively, a pupil demonstrates how such skills are transferrable
when stating, “[art] helps me in other subjects.” This parallels to Winner et al
(2013) who found skills obtained in art education to be transferred to other areas
of learning, improving levels of engagement and achievement. This demonstrates
the potential impact art education could have on attitudes to overall learning if
these skills were to be transferred to other areas of learning.
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Chapter 5:
Conclusion
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Chapter 5: Conclusion
5.1 Conclusions
Having analysed and interpreted the results I can now determine if the aims and
objectives of the research project have been met.

A main aim was to determine if visual art is a worthwhile subject for pupils with
visual impairment. My study meets this aim by illustrating the benefits art
education can reap for the visually impaired pupils. I can now conclude that visual
art education has great potential to be valuable for pupils with visual impairment,
however I understand that this may be circumstantial. As outlined below, this
newfound understanding meets an aim of this project, which was to develop my
knowledge and understanding of the topic in order to contribute to my
professional development and to my potential success as an educator for pupils
with SEN through applying my findings to real life situations.

The teachers identified aesthetics to be a challenge, however, I was able to
conclude that this is true only to the extent that it is placed on pupils by their
teachers. Similarly, I found that the challenge faced by the pupils in accessing the
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curriculum and assessment criteria is reliant on the innovation of their teacher.
Therefore, I must conclude that in order to further enhance the value of visual art
and support learning and development for pupils with visual impairment it is of
crucial importance for the educator to be aware of the uniqueness of each pupil
in terms of their level of visual impairment and the individual challenges the pupil
faces due to this, as well as the pupils’ strengths and abilities. This could be
achieved through constructive feedback to the teacher either from self-reflection
or more importantly through peer-to-peer observation and feedback. This is vital
in order to provide worthwhile learning experiences and promote independence
and development of TSPC. Additionally, the research outlined here and the results
of this study show where and how true learning occurs in art and where to be
innovative and creative in planning for individuals to provide every opportunity
for the pupils to benefit from this learning.

I must also conclude that for the sample, visual art education was most valuable
when the emphasis was placed on the experimental, experiential and exploratory
learning process rather than the final product, as this was most beneficial for
aiding learning, independence and consequently the development of TSPC.
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Furthermore, TSPC obtained in visual art education proved to be transferrable,
illustrating the potential of art to positively impact their overall education.
Productively, pupils became increasingly expressive with thoughts, ideas and were
more cooperative and willing to contribute when emerged in the learning
process. This highlights the potential of such skills to be adopted in other
subjects to positively impact levels of engagement and attitudes towards learning.
In addition, when art is interlinked in other subjects it favourably proved to
advance the pupils’ levels of engagement and attitudes to learning.

Furthermore, aspects of visual art education can be concluded to be particularly
valuable for visually impaired pupils as they provide essential first hand
experiences which are fundamental for the building up of realistic images and
aiding comprehension amongst such pupil groups. In addition an innovative art
teacher can support the visually impaired in overcoming challenges to the
‘untouchable’ through visual art education, which again illustrates its value for
them. Furthermore, I can conclude that art is useful in supporting visually
impaired pupils with their social skills of working together through group art. This
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is extremely pertinent when recalling existing research indicating high probability
of social isolation for the visually impaired.

There is a major prize to be obtained if the teacher can interlink the evident
benefits from art education for the visually impaired pupils to other subjects. The
benefits for the teacher in preparing such lessons tailored to individual needs are
that engagement, enthusiasm, attention and the quality of learning can all be
substantially improved. For the visually impaired pupil, the benefits could be lifeenhancing.

This project has been an excellent learning experience for myself and extremely
relevant for my future career as a teacher for pupils with SEN. The knowledge I
obtained is instructive, and my comprehension of planning for and executing
differentiation has expanded. As a result, all suggestions for further development
discussed in Chapter 4 and 5 can be adapted and applied in my own practice to
positively impact my planning, my teaching and the art education of not only the
visually impaired pupils but for all individuals who may be in my care.
Consequently this has met a research aim by developing my knowledge and
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understanding of the topic, in order to contribute to my professional
development by applying my findings to real life situations.

5.2 Limitations and Recommendations
From the entire study, analysis and conclusions drawn, I have successfully met the
last aim of this project, which was to provide an updated perspective on the topic
and add to existing literature in this area. However, this small-scale project had
limitations, in particular time, which limited the amount of research which could
be conducted. For instance the research only considers Northern Ireland, was
conducted in one school and based upon one observation, one focus group and
the experiences of two teachers. However, there is sufficient support from the
theories and results of other researchers outlined throughout to support the
conclusions drawn. Still, further research is appropriate to further validate the
conclusions drawn and consider how such findings may be comprehensively
applied to improve the value of visual art education for visually impaired pupils.
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