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ARTICLE

‘I usually never got involved’: understanding reasons for 
secondary students with visual impairments leaving 
mainstream schooling in Germany
Martin Giese a, Michaela Greisbachb, Michelle Meierb, Theresa Neusserb 

and Nino Wetekamb

aDepartment of Rehabilitation Sciences, Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany; bDepartment of 
Special Needs Education and Inclusive Education, Justus-Liebig-University Giessen, Giessen, Germany

ABSTRACT
The study aims for identifying the driving forces that lead German 
children with VI to switch from mainstream schooling to special 
schooling. The results are intended to provide more understanding 
from the perspective of these students about how school settings 
for students with and without visual impairment can be designed 
with as few barriers as possible to meet these students’ specific 
needs. Six female and four male students, who have been schooled 
inclusively during their school career and then made the decision to 
be educated in the upper Gymnasium (grammar school) classes at 
a special school participated in the present study. It is apparent that 
all of the students had extensive experiences of exclusion in main
stream schooling. The results show perceived barriers on the school 
and instructional-organisational level, as well as problems on the 
level of social-emotional relationships with fellow students and 
teachers. It is evident that the perception of barriers increases 
with the length of school attendance and that private supplemen
tary involvement is described as the most important resource. In 
consideration of the results a two-level model of school inclusion 
barriers for children with VI is presented.
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Theoretical background

Due to ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) by 
the German Government, the German educational system is also called upon to make 
a contribution towards overcoming the exclusion of marginalised and discriminated social 
groups. Against this background, this study focuses on the perceived barriers for children 
with visual impairment (CWVI) in Germany1 Although educational decision-making has 
already been a main topic of educational research for a longer period of time in Germany, 
students with special educational needs (SEN) are hardly ever considered (Rabenstein and 
Gerlach 2016, 206). The needs of young people with visual impairments have not been 
taken into account up to now. There are currently no known studies that reconstruct 
educational decisions at the transition of the secondary education first stage (ISCED 2)2 to 
the secondary education second stage (ISCED 3) from the perspective of CWVI in Germany.
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Consequently, this study addresses the issue of secondary students with VI who pursue 
the objective of the general higher education entrance qualification. All participants 
received continuous mainstream schooling during the ISCED 2 and have decided at the 
transition to ISCED 3 to leave the mainstream school in favour of a special school. The 
target perspective is identifying the individually perceived barriers in mainstream schools 
in order to promote awareness (Article 8 CRPD) as to how the joint school settings can be 
designed as inclusive as possible for students with and without VI.

In line with the CRPD, the UNESCO (1994) emphasises that no children having SEN are 
allowed to be excluded from mainstream schools. The normative orientation in this 
educational policy paradigm has been largely unquestioned in the international inclusion 
discourse for some time (Yell 1995). In this sense, McLinden et al. (2016, 180) state within 
an Anglo-American context that ‘the majority of children and young people with vision 
impairments but no additional disabilities are now educated in mainstream settings.’ 
However, this does not apply to Germany: The German inclusion discourse still lacks 
a standard definition as to what is meant by inclusion (Ahrbeck 2014, 7). Against the 
background of a segregated tradition in the German school system, a special character
istic of the debate in German is that inclusion has been closely bound to the question of 
the special school’s right to exist (Giese 2021) and that there is a more vehement dispute 
about how to interpret the CRPD in Germany than in other European countries (Ahrbeck 
et al. 2018, 219).

In the overall international comparison, it can be established that ‘Germany with its 
highly differentiated special school system has taken a special path’ (Klemm 2009, 5), 
which has been critically commented on within the scope of the UN Special Report on the 
Right to Education (Muñoz 2007), within the State Party Review by the UN Committee on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2015), as well as the National CRPD Monitoring 
Mechanism (German Institute for Human Rights 2019, 33).

In Germany, people with disabilities have the opportunity to choose whether they 
want to attend a mainstream or a special school. More precisely, their parents do so 
because of the parental right of choice. The educational system distinguishes between 
eight different types of impairment with CWVI as the smallest group. For each type of 
impairment, there are numerous research institutions and a large number of special 
schools. When people with VI attend mainstream schools, they are supported by visiting 
teachers of the disabled students’ support services ‘to enable these children to access the 
curriculum alongside their sighted peers’ (McLinden et al. 2016, 180). Whereas 42.3% of all 
pupils in need of special education received inclusive education at their local mainstream 
schools during the 2018/2019 school year in Germany, this number was as high as 51.1% 
in the category of VI. Since the federal states of Germany are each in charge of organising 
their own school systems, it should be noted that this number varies greatly depending 
on the federal state as well as the age of the child. In the federal state of Schleswig- 
Holstein, for example, 100% of all students with VI attend mainstream schools, but in the 
state of Hesse, this figure is just 17.5% (KMK 2020).

The low incidence in the latter state, as well as the differences between the federal 
states in special and mainstream schools, allow us to presume that the special educational 
expertise is not available in the same quality everywhere in Germany, because the 
number of qualified teachers is also low (Ravenscroft and Giese 2020). If the goal is 
schooling at a special facility for CWVI, this usually occurs at a boarding school, as was 
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also the case for all subjects in this study. Seen in the light of this background, developing 
strategies for how the schooling of CWVI can better succeed in mainstream schools 
appears to be especially relevant (Douglas, Hewett, and McLinden 2019, 144).

State of research

In the international research literature, the results of Bishop and Rhind (2011) show that 
barriers – independent of the institution and the year of attending (high) school – are 
frequently created through a lack of qualified teachers. This situation is reflected by Opie, 
Deppeler, and Southcott (2017, 282) in their case for secondary students with VI attending 
mainstream schools in Australia. In everyday school life, there is evidence that it is 
especially problematic when accessible learning materials are not available due to short- 
term lesson planning. Long distances to the educational facilities are among the fre
quently mentioned barriers, as well as non-functioning agreements with the teachers 
(Hewett et al. 2017; McCarthy and Shevlin 2017; Whitburn 2014). This problem is addi
tionally complicated by ‘the lack of classroom teacher understanding of vision impair
ment’ (Opie 2018, 85). Even though cooperation with the teachers is basically seen as 
helpful, a large part of the responsibility for the individual’s learning process lies with the 
CWVI. This finding is also explicitly emphasised by Jessup et al. (‘Fitting In or Feeling 
Excluded’, 2018), as well as by de Verdier (2016) and Whitburn (2014). Moreover, CWVI are 
frequently mentioned as acting as the only advocate on their own behalf (Hewett et al. 
2017).

In addition, the lack of technical equipment is noted (Simui et al. 2018): ‘A lot of maths 
teaching is visual’; ‘I didn’t know of a program which would allow me to write the proper 
[mathematics] notations [. . .] nor was my screen reader capable of reading these back at 
the time’ (McCarthy and Shevlin 2017, 1017). On the whole, CWVI require more time for 
learning due to inadequate technical equipment, inaccessible learning materials and 
a lack of long-term lesson planning than their sighted peers (Jessup et al., ‘Being noticed’, 
2018), which sometimes also leads to the loss of peer contacts (Hewett et al. 2017). 
Furthermore, they speak of difficulties with the curriculum that are not due to their lack 
of abilities but based on their restricted access to it (de Verdier and Ek 2014) and ‘the 
limited extent of ECC delivery’ (Opie 2018, 86).

de Verdier (2016), as well as Jessup et al. (‘Bn’, 2018), emphasise the importance of 
social relationships as an additional factor. According to de Verdier (2016), students who 
show a high degree of stamina, social competence and above-average cognitive abilities 
are considered to be included in a good way. Jessup et al. (‘FIFE’, 2018) show that many 
CWVI have experiences with bullying by peers and teachers, but there is a lack of 
individual and institutional strategies for handling this appropriately. In addition, interac
tion with the disabled students’ support services, experienced both as an individual 
resource and as a barrier, is often limited (Opie 2018, 80). As a whole, the long-term 
study (1st to 9th grade) by de Verdier (2016) shows that pedagogic measures by the 
teachers to socially include the CWVI decrease continuously as the grade level increases. 
Overall, it is interesting to note that many CWVI in mainstream schools speak about 
feeling lonely, isolated and different (Opie, Southcott, and Deppeler 2017, 2376; Ruin, 
Giese, and Haegele 2021) and report about psychosomatic complaints which arise 
through the reworking of lesson contents and social relationships with peers (de 
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Verdier 2016). There have not been any explicit studies on the subjective reconstruction of 
barrier and placement decisions by CWVI in the transition to ISCED 3 to date.

Study design

In order to reconstruct the perception of barriers experienced by CWVI in mainstream 
schools, this explorative study uses qualitative survey and analysis methods. The metho
dological approach was to find a research perspective that traces the ‘everyday actions of 
members of society in different situations [in this case, schooling in a mainstream school]’ 
(Flick, Kardorff, and Steineke 2018, 106) with detailed descriptions (Denzin and Lincoln 
2018). These descriptions are ‘not about doubling or “copying” reality’ (Flick, Kardorff, and 
Steineke 2015, 106), but reconstructing social reality (or realities) by analysing the data 
obtained with qualitative collection and analysis methods (Flick 2018).

Sample

The data were collected in April 2019 at a privately owned state-approved special school 
for students with visual impairments in the federal state Hesse. This school pursues 
a school concept with the same objective of the general higher education entrance 
qualification (German: Allgemeine Hochschulreife). This is the only upper secondary school 
for CWVI aimed at receiving the undergraduate degree in the German-language area. Due 
to the large drawn area, the school is a boarding school which is attended by all students 
with very few exceptions.

On the whole, six female and four male students in the age group between 17 and 
19 years (average age: 18.5 years) participated in the study from the upper level of the 
Gymnasium (grade 12). All participants gave informed consent, but their names were 
changed for the verbatim quotes. All subjects plan to do the Hessian centralised school 
leaving examination (Abitur) and were attending the boarding school at the time of the 
data collection. According to the social law in Germany all respondents were officially 
classified as visually impaired and did not have any other impairment. Since the study 
aims to identify perceptions of educational barriers for CWVI in mainstream schools, the 
participants were learners who were inclusively schooled at mainstream schools close to 
their homes during the entire ISCED 2 and explicitly decided to switch to a special 
school at the transition to ISCED 3 (in autumn 2018) and with it consented to the 
associated boarding school residence. After all of the students who met these condi
tions had been contacted, the ten students who agreed to participate were included in 
the study.

Data collection and analysis

Following the approach of Rabenstein and Gerlach (2016), the educational decisions for 
or against mainstream schools were not seen as cost-effectiveness considerations but as 
optimisation processes which run through the entire school career. For the reconstruc
tion of these optimisation processes, the episodic interview with a semi-structured 
interview guide was used (Flick 2011). This strives for ‘changes from the respondents’ 
viewpoint but without exclusively focussing on the biographical processes’ (Flick 2011, 
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278). The episodic interview aims for ‘stories about situations in which interviewees 
have had certain experiences’ (Flick 2011, 274); it was also chosen because the inter
viewer works as a teacher at the school in addition to his function as a researcher and 
had already known all of the participants at the time of the survey. At the time of data 
collection, there was no teaching relationship between the students and the researcher. 
In order to avoid socially desirable responses and ensure confidentiality in each inter
view, particiapants were told that their statements would be strictly anonymised and 
that they were not expected to emphasise certain perspectives . The personal and 
confidential relationship was intended to allow a deeper access to the individually 
relevant barriers in the mainstream school system which manifest in the episodic 
stories.

Every interview was digitally recorded and transcribed. The evaluation was conducted 
with the MAXQDA 2020 software based on content-related structuring of qualitative 
content analysis with deductive-inductive category formation; this is explicitly recom
mended for the evaluation of episodic interviews (Kuckartz 2016, 98). In the supercate
gory of Statements on Barriers and Resources, general statements on joint instruction 
which showed up in the students’ subjective reconstruction were collected. The other 
supercategories of School and Instruction Organisation, Disabled Students’ Support Services, 
Teachers and Peers – as well as the questions in the interview guide – were formed 
deductively, with reference to the research status, as well as the researchers’ everyday 
knowledge. The differentiation of the category system with the subcategories was carried 
out inductively in the concrete examination of the material (cf. Figure 1). In the coding 
process, four independent coders were involved, whereby parts of the material has been 
coded a number of times at the beginning of the process. In order to create conformity 
between the codings, a ‘procedural approach’ in the sense of a consensual coding has 
been chosen, whereby different assignments were discussed until a common consensus 
could be reached (Kuckartz 2016, 44).

Results

In order to discuss the results in a structured way, these three thematic focal points are 
covered in the following section: (a) General statements on mainstream schooling, (b) 
Perceived barriers on school- and/or instruction-organisational level and (c) Perceived bar
riers on the level of social-emotional relationships.

General statements on mainstream schooling

In response to the question about resources and barriers in mainstream schooling, most 
students reported that the perceived barriers increased in the course of the school career 
and especially within the context of the educational transitions.

Yes. Well, everything was still normal back in elementary school. Everything was still good 
back then. I really was on good terms with everyone and got along well with everyone. And it 
was just like this the other way around. And then the tide turned in middle school. 

(Tim #81)
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While the mainstream schooling was also described as unproblematic in part during the 
5th and 6th grades, the perceived barriers increase successively starting at the 7th grade 
and escalate in view of the final examinations.

So the key experience was also simply that the examination year at the middle school was very, 
very stressful. So it was really totally stressful. Where I really had to get up at five in the mornings 
to do the homework and study in the evenings until ten so that I could somehow carry it off. This 
was then really much, much more stressful. (Franziska #148)

As Jessup et al. (‘FIFE’, 2018) also show, private supplementary involvement – partially 
with the support of parents or friends – is the most important resource for overcoming 
these barriers. For example, Kian reports that when he did not see something during the 
classroom instruction, ‘My buddy who sat next to me gave it to me, and I practically wrote 
down whatever I hadn’t seen; I listened and also additionally worked through everything 
again at home’ (Kian #37). In this sense, almost all of the respondents reported on an 
enormous amount of time that – beyond the homework itself – was necessary for 
following up on the classroom instruction.

Code system 

General statements 
• Resources 
• Barrierrs 

School and instruction organisation 
• Work techniques 
• Rooms & paths 
• Group sizes & compensation for disadvantages 

Disabled students’ support services 
• Assistive technologies 
• Classroom assistants 
• Itinerant support teachers 

Teachers 
• Lacking expertise 
• Rejection 
• Support 

Peers 
• Rejection 
• Support 

Figure 1. Code system.
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But when you have nine hours of school during the day and have to study and do homework, this 
simply doesn’t work anymore at some point. And then I was also missing quite a bit of the 
material, especially in maths and so on. (Anna #27)

The private support system reaches its limits over the course of time, which is expressed in 
an exponential experience of stress. Kian (#135) reports that the pressure increased so 
much that ‘I really broke down at some point; my nerves were frazzled, especially because 
of the visual impairment, in trying to deal with the entire situation, and then also with all 
the school stress.’ Within this context, it appears to be a problem for which special 
educational support systems such as the mobile special educational service or the 
personal assistance was not always capable of offsetting the strains. In almost half of 
the cases, the mobile special educational service even proved to be an additional barrier:

Well, she first somehow changed three times and then only came once every three months or so 
at the end because she simply didn’t have the time or the trip was too long or something like that. 
[. . .] Yes and when she was here, she sat down and looked at things, and that was about all. So 
she really didn’t help me much. (Larissa #122)

The personal assistance is also described ambivalently because it makes contacts with the 
peers more difficult and it ‘still isn’t a substitute for functioning social structures’ (Sarah 
#139). From the CWVIs’ perspective, their positive effectiveness seems to depend not only 
on organisational reliability but also on the inner acceptance by the CWVI and the 
complex social structure existing between the CWVI, peers and teachers. Nevertheless, 
all of the respondents describe their time at the mainstream schools as an important life 
experience despite predominantly negative experiences ‘because especially at the uni
versity or the later job there also may not be so many people who explicitly concentrate 
on you or make sure that you somehow get things served to you in the bite-sized way you 
need them. This is why – even though it wasn’t a nice experience – it was still an 
experience from which you could learn, I would say, for your later life’ (Max #133).

Perceived barriers on the school and/or instructional-organisational level

With regard to the subcategories of work techniques, rooms, paths and class sizes, as well 
as compensation for disadvantages, all of the respondents reported on excluding experi
ences; these were primarily perceived in the maths-natural sciences, artistic and sports 
subjects. For example, Anna describes that it is difficult ‘when you must somehow draw 
parabolas in maths under the reading device on thick paper’ (Anna #77) and Franziska 
describes that she cannot see pastel colours but ‘many things [were] marked with colours 
in the written exams. And I always got the assignments completely wrong’ (Franziska #42). 
All of the respondents also reported on inaccessible presentations of information and that 
it is hardly possible to prepare transcripts of them. It sometimes wasn’t possible to use the 
specially prepared A3 (11.7 x 16.5 inches) copies because the ‘table was about, for all 
I know, about as long as an A4 (8.3 x 11.7 inches) sheet. So how should I work there with 
an A3 page and a notebook and whatever else?’ (Julius #103). Or ‘the teachers often forgot 
to copy something in a large size’ (Max #33). In addition, ‘looking at the board as frontal 
teaching in the form of copying from the board [. . .] was already always quite difficult’ 
(Susanne #25). The respondents also complained about this in relation to instruction with 
overhead or other projectors.
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Additional barriers were described within the context of aids which could not com
pensate for the inadequacy of frontal instruction.

So yes, there were barriers in any case. They had a projector. And I had the board camera. But it 
didn’t have such a good resolution so that I could see it correctly. (Franziska #126)

The change of teachers, the transport of the aids, the principle of a teaching room for 
different subjects and the related change of rooms are described as problems ‘because 
I never knew where I had to go. And I was always really stressed. [. . .] You somehow always 
had to hurry so that you didn’t lose the connection because you otherwise just wouldn’t 
be able to manage’ (Katharina #65).

It’s clear that all of this carrying stuff around and setting it up, and then putting it away also always 
takes time. You can’t always immediately go out to play with the others during the break but have 
to go lock things away in an extra room and so on. So this is quite complicated. (Max #91)

Within this context, the lockable cabinets were also perceived with ambivalence. On the one 
hand, it was mentioned as positive when the classroom teacher ‘made the effort for me to 
get a cabinet [. . .] because going back and forth, back and forth the entire time gets very 
annoying at some point’ (Kian #87); but, on the other hand, the laptop also needs to ‘be 
locked up [. . .]. And this always screwed everyone up because the teachers arrive delayed and 
you normally stay inside. And this also always led to complications somehow’ (Katharina #57).

A further topic (Susanne #189) is ‘that the classes are simply too big’ and ‘when you are 
in such a big class, they can’t just concentrate on one student’ (Max #33). Furthermore, 
many respondents reported on barriers in the granting of compensation for disadvan
tages, which was either refused or set too low in the work:

[. . .] So I didn’t get any extra time in the written exams; I took notes on everything during the 
standard time but I obviously had much less time to work on it because I simply needed much 
longer for reading. (Anna #23)

Larissa’s experiences indicate that school-organisational barriers also exist the granting of 
compensation for disadvantages and that teachers actively refuse to do this as a result:

So I had my classroom teacher, who was actually the worst, since in the end – he somehow no 
longer wanted any compensation for disadvantages in the work since it was somehow too 
strenuous for him. So I actually always got more time. And once they had 60 minutes of time, so 
I should have gotten 90. And then he allowed everyone to write for 90. (Larissa #63)

The interviews show that all of the respondents have experienced massive barriers on 
school and instructional-organisational level. But at the same time, this ambivalent result 
also shows that the extent to which these barriers are actually perceived as an obstacle 
seems to strongly depend on which informal (peers and parents) and/or school (teachers, 
mobile special education services and personal assistance) resources were the available in 
overcoming these barriers.

Perceived barriers on the level of social-emotional relationships

However, the interviews also show that the social relationships with fellow students and 
teachers play a decisive role for the individual experiences of the students with VI. Within 
this context, it is conspicuous that two-thirds of all respondents got the impression that 
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their teachers had no special educational expertise ‘because only, only you know how it 
works, which doesn’t really mean that your class or your teacher knows how to deal with 
it’ (Anna #89). Yet, half of the interviewees also reported that the teachers were not willing 
to adapt to the situation and that they became a barrier themselves ‘when they don’t 
accept the visual impairment and so they also feel, I think, overwhelmed by it. And this 
means that they don’t prepare their lessons accordingly for the person, such as making 
extra copies and the like’ (Franziska #162).

In addition to the lacking expertise, the teachers’ actions were also characterised by 
intolerance, indifference or active exclusion when Katharina ‘usually somehow never got 
involved’ in sports class. ‘Because the teacher said, well, since you can’t see anything, it’s 
better if you don’t participate’ (Katharina #25). It was reported in six interviews that the 
preparation of teaching material was explicitly refused. Even the use of aids was prohib
ited ‘because the teachers didn’t want me to use the system. Above all, especially using 
the laptop since I could be doing something different after all or playing some type of 
game on it. Yes, I could actually record on it or whatever.’ (Susanne #65).

In this process, the responsibility for the situation was given to the students:

Yes, in font size 8. [. . .] I said: ‘What should I do now? I can’t even read that at all. Should I now go 
out somewhere? Should I listen? What should I do?’ And he said: ‘Well, it’s not my fault if you 
can’t, if you see badly.’ I said: ‘Yes, but you’re the teacher; you should support me. I want to learn 
something here.’ (Kian #45)

In addition to the teachers, peer relationships have also been experienced as a barrier. In 
almost all of the cases, there were reports of rejection by the peers and active mobbing 
actions, for example, when Sarah ‘was pushed down more often during sports just 
because it was so funny to simply push down the blind girl since she can’t defend herself 
and also didn’t have friends anymore. Exactly.’ (Sarah #123). In three cases, the teachers 
knew about mobbing by the peers but didn’t do anything about it or were even perceived 
as making the situation worse:

In maths, for example: ‘Yes, even a blind man with a crutch can see that.’ And this is obviously in 
front of my fellow students. So they directly already noticed this again: ‘Aha, now we have 
a teacher who also sees this whole thing like we do! Can we somehow get together with him or, 
yes, even cooperate somehow.” (Tim #97)

But at the same time, the peer relationships show an ambivalent picture. Where function
ing friendships exist, they are described in particular as a main resource:

But since my friend gave me such good support, this was really great. Without her, I would never 
have managed like this in life. She read so much to me from the board when I didn’t catch it at 
times. [. . .] I got all of the things copied from her, so I could then catch up. That was really 
brilliant. (Franziska #126)

On the whole, it should be emphasised that an especially strong significance is attached 
to the social-emotional setting.

Discussion

It is apparent that the switch of the school system at the end of the ISCED 2 must be 
understood as the result of a long-term, differentiated and ambivalent assessment 
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process (Rabenstein and Gerlach 2016). First of all, it is apparent that all of the students in 
the present study had extensive experiences of exclusion in mainstream schooling – 
which is in keeping with international findings (Opie et al. 2017, 278). A fundamental 
aspect appears to be that the perception of barriers increases with the time of school 
attendance and the respondents’ specific needs are simultaneously shown less and less 
consideration (de Verdier and Ek 2014; de Verdier 2016). The most important resource is 
a private supplementary involvement that frequently becomes ruinous (Jessup et al. 
2018). As a result of the increased overburdening, as well as due to the personal 
devaluation by peers and teachers, psychosocial problems and an eroding sense of self- 
worth occur. Furthermore, if special educational support measures such as those 
described by Opie (2018) fail or even have a counterproductive effect, a multicausal 
system failure occurs. At the same time, it should be noted that these overwhelming 
exclusion experiences attest to a highly ambivalent learning potential because, as Anna 
(#85) expresses it, they help ‘in somehow getting through real life.’ The main findings from 
international studies are also reflected in the current investigation, even though the direct 
comparison of the German school system with its special path should be seen critically 
since the international studies dealt with other countries and their dissimilar school 
systems, as well as with different age cohorts.

Since CWVI represent a very heterogeneous group, we agree with de Verdier (2016) 
that an inclusive educational system must pave the way for all students instead for only 
the most cognitive and socially competent students. The results show that the adequate 
description of perceived barriers for secondary students with VI in mainstream schools 
requires an explanatory model that explicitly takes into account the barriers creating 
reduced curriculum access (McLinden et al. 2016, 194) and the social-emotional needs of 
the CWVI. For this purpose, we present a two-level model for discussion, which is depicted 
as two overlapping ellipses (cf. Figure 2).

On the school and instructional-organisational level, this involves the appropriate selec
tion of classrooms, the class size, the paths within the educational institutions, compensa
tion for disadvantages and long-term lesson planning, as well as considering the work 
techniques of the respective students (accessible learning materials and teaching styles).

Figure 2. Two-level model of school inclusion barriers for CWVI.
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On the level of social-emotional relationships, this involves relationships with both the 
peers and the teachers; these should be characterised by reciprocal acceptance, apprecia
tion and an emphatic understanding of vision impairment by the classroom teacher (Opie 
2018, 85). Since the results show that especially the special educational support measures 
are assessed with ambivalence by the CWVI, the two circles meet at this interface. On the 
one hand, this should be organised by the schools; however, their effectiveness appears 
to be strongly dependent on the inner attitude which the CWVI, their teachers and their 
classmates have towards these measures. This also highlights the multi-faceted tension 
between ‘access to learning’ and ‘learning to access’ (McLinden et al. 2016), which is not 
only an issue of equal access to the curriculum but also a question of how those involved 
evaluate these measures in social-emotional terms.

In the process, the two levels are not intended to be hierarchic but interdependent. 
Individual aspects can amplify each other reciprocally up to a certain point; but they can 
also reciprocally compensate for each other. In this model, the mainstream schooling fails 
if barriers perceived on both levels in the long term cannot interactively compensate for 
each other. In the sense of optimising the inclusive educational offers for CWVI, this model 
can be used to systematically look at the individual aspects of mainstream schooling in 
order to make people aware of the potential barriers in mainstream schooling – so that 
there will no longer be statements like the following, in which Susanne (#173) directly 
quotes the director with the words: ‘We are a normal school for normal people. And there 
is no place for you here.’

Limitations

There are obviously limitations to this study. It should be mentioned that due to its 
design, we only interviewed students who left mainstream school and decided to attend 
a special school with boarding school accommodation. This preselection does not give 
a voice to students who saw no reason to leave mainstream school, so it also may indicate 
restricted results and shows that additional research should be conducted. Consequently, 
further studies should survey CWVI with additional disabilities in order to cover the 
majority of people with VI, as well as children with hearing impairment, to clarify whether 
there is something like a collective experience of exclusion that extends beyond the 
individual types of impairment.

Conclusion and implications for the practice

In terms of an outlook, we would like to discuss what conclusions can be drawn from the 
results for practical application. In general, these results make it clear that it is necessary to 
raise awareness regarding the specific needs of students with VI among all those 
involved – precisely because this is the smallest group of people with disabilities. 
Qualifications for (prospective) teachers and school administrators should be developed 
so that they can acquire basic knowledge about the specific needs of CWVI. Teachers 
should learn about the negative potentials that teaching methods developed for sighted 
learners can have for students with disabilities. This would also include teachers becom
ing familiar with the most important aids in order to reduce their rejection of them. In 
addition, training must be developed to sensitise teachers and students so that they 
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recognise and combat bullying. Further research into the details of such training would be 
required. The focus of the content for these in-service training courses could be based on 
the results discussed above and the two-level model of school inclusion barriers for CWVI.

Notes

1. The criteria for visual impairment according to German social law include three degrees of 
visual impairment: VI is defined as a visual acuity between 0.3 and 0.05 in the better eye with 
the best possible correction (ICD-10-GM Categories 1 and 2). Severe VI is defined as a visual 
acuity between 0.05 and 0.002 in the better eye with the best possible correction (ICD-10-GM 
Category 3). Blindness is defined as the best-corrected visual acuity of 0.02 or less in the 
better eye or a visual field restriction to no more than the central 5 (ICD-10-GM Category 4). In 
this article, we use the acronym CWVI (children with visual impairments) to refer to all 
children with a visual impairment (umbrella term).

2. For international understanding, we use UNESCO’s terms of the International Standard 
Classification of Education.
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