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ABSTRACT
EXPERIENCES IN PHYSICAL EDUCATION AND SPORT: THE INTERSECTION OF
IDENTIFYING AS A FEMALE, AN ATHLETE, AND VISUALLLY IMPAIRED
Maggi Buckley
Old Dominion University, 2020
Director: Dr. Justin A. Haegele
Abstract

Introduction. Individuals with visual impairments, females, and athletes encounter different
challenges during physical education. However, little is known about how the challenges
connected with each of these identities intersect and if that intersection impacts experiences
differently. The purpose of this study was to take an explicitly intersectional approach to
understand how identifying as an individual with a visual impairment, a female, and an athlete
intersect to influence physical education and sport experiences. Methods. To describe the
participants’ intersectional experiences as female athletes with a visual impairment, an
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) research approach was implemented. Four
female athletes with visual impairments aged 23-28-years old, participated in this study. The
study utilized two sources of data: semi-structured, audio-taped, telephone/video call interviews
and reflective interview notes. Data were analyzed thematically using a three-step process guided
by IPA. Results. From the data collected and analyzed, two connected, major themes were
constructed (a) Physical education was ‘just a credit’ and (b) ‘If you enjoy this, we will drive
you’. Discussion. The results of this study aligned with prior research (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele
& Zhu, 2017), by demonstrating the participants did not have meaningful physical education

experiences. Interestingly, however, the participants noted that these poor experiences were not



critical to them, as they had developed a sense of athletic identity in other, outside of school

physical activity opportunities supported by family.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
Background

In the recent years, research attention has shifted from parents’ perspectives to investigate
the perspective of those with disabilities about their personal experiences in physical education
(Byrnes & Rickards, 2011). This area of study has provided those with disabilities a voice to
express their thoughts, feelings, and frustrations about their personal experiences in physical
education classes (Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkins, 2010). This type of research has uncovered
both positive and negative experiences that individuals with disabilities have encountered during
daily physical education (Fitzgerald, 2005). Positive experiences, such as active participation
supported by teacher accommodations and supportive teacher-student relationships, can
influence the student’s opinion and attitude towards physical education and may help build upon
peer relationships in other classes (Haegele & Buckley, 2019; Haegele & Sutherland, 2015;
Haegele, Zhu & Davis, 2017). Unfortunately, negative experiences, such as bullying, social
isolation, and different methods of judgement, are more commonly reported, and can have an
impact on the attitudes of students with disabilities toward physical education and lead to self-
selected exclusion and isolation from future activities (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015) ultimately
leading to poor health (Warburton, Nicol & Bredin, 2006).

Understanding lived experiences in physical education for individuals with disabilities
can contribute to our understanding of why those with disabilities tend to be less active than their
peers (Haegele & Porretta, 2015). An absence of physical activity in an individual’s life can lead
to severe health risks, chronic diseases, and premature death (Warburton et al., 2006). Warburton
and colleagues (2006) also expressed the importance of physical activity; specifically, how it is

known to prevent health problems later in life and is significant to maintaining a healthy



lifestyle. The negative environment that those with disabilities often face while in physical
education, and subsequent self-selected exclusion from activities, may cause long term issues
effecting their overall health. Investigating the thoughts, feeling, frustrations, and experiences in
physical education of people with disabilities can help teachers and other personnel understand
how they experience instructions, activities, and peer interactions (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015).
The type of disability that one has may impact their experiences in physical education,
and one such group of interest is those with visual impairments. Examining the existing literature
on the views/perspectives of those with a visual impairment in physical education exposes a
number of barriers to participation, along with the feelings, thoughts, and frustrations, they
experience. In physical education, students with visual impairments tend to experience fear and
frustration, are demeaned and discriminated against, and may feel worthless in the eyes of
physical education teachers (Haegele & Zhu, 2017). For example, according to Haegele and
colleagues (2017), individuals with visual impairment reflected that they believed their teachers
viewed them as flawed, which informed other negative effects on the individual’s physical
education experience. The feelings of being worthless, flawed or incapable can steer individuals
with visual impairments to self-selected exclusion and avoidance of physical education activities.
While research has examined the experiences of those with visual impairments, little
attention has been paid to understanding how other identities influence physical education among
those with visual impairments. Identities are aspects of who we are, which locate us in the social
world, and thoroughly affect everything we do, say, and feel in our lives. For example, from an
early age, children have a clear concept of what is expected of their gender and how to behave
based on how society portrays male and female (Kirk, 2003). In a physical education setting, it is

assumed that the males in the class are the fop-dog participants with a competitive culture to



showcase their masculinity (Brown & Evans, 2004). Physical education teachers have certain
opinions and expectations of what both males and females are capable of doing in physical
education. Males are expected to be competitive, strong, tough, aggressive, and passionate
players in physical education, where females are not; females are expected to nurture their
emotions, be supportive, and care for their appearance (Adler, Kless & Adler, 1992). The
participation rate for females in physical education has been of major concern for many years
(Daley & Buchanan, 1999). The lack of participation from females appears to be influenced by
societal stereotypes and expectations learned, observed, and forced upon women which expects
them to act a certain way (Constantinou, Manson & Silverman, 2009).

A conflicting identity, which has starkly different expectations in physical education than
traditional females, are female athletes. A strong athletic identity can have both positive and
negative outcomes and can create a feeling of empowerment (Pensgaard & Sorensen, 2002).
Female athletes in physical education settings tend to be motivated, competitive, and confident in
their abilities and skills (Marsh et al., 1997). A high-intensity sport requires athletes to have
advanced muscular strength, speed, agility, and power, along with developed technical skills and
decision-making abilities (Gabbett, Jenkins, & Abernethy, 2009). Because these skills are
present in athletes, when they are placed into a physical education setting, they tend to have
higher skill abilities than their peers (Gabbett et al., 2009). Thus, female athletes tend to
experience a conflicting role in physical education, where one’s identity as a female and one’s
identity as an athlete may combat each other to inform behavior.

It is understood that individuals with visual impairments, females, and athletes encounter
different challenges during physical education. However, little is known about how the

challenges connected with each of these identities intersect and if that intersect impact



experiences differently. Intersectionality provides a conceptual framework to explore the
intersections between identities and how they influence physical education experiences. In the
1970’s and 1980’s, intersectionality was developed by Black feminists challenging White
feminists to think about how the oppression that comes with being a woman could be
compounded by the oppressive experiences with being African American (Combahee River
Collective, 1977). Intersectionality was later broadened to embrace the idea that all identities and
experiences are intersectional (Cuthbert, 2017). Besides viewing individual’s traits (i.e., gender,
race, disability) as isolated traits, intersectionality views the intersections between them and how
these traits shape experiences (Cuthbert, 2017). Intersectionality therefore was considered to
provide conceptual framework approach to explore and understand an individual’s multiple
identities and how they combine to form experiences in specific contexts (Moodley & Graham,
2015). Thus, the purpose of this study was to take an explicitly intersectional approach to
understand how identifying as an individual with a visual impairment, a female, and an athlete
intersect to influence physical education and sport experiences.
Research Question
e In what ways, does identifying as a person with a visual impairment, a female, and an

athlete intersect to influence individuals reflected experiences about physical education

and sport?
Definition of Terms
Elite Athlete. An individual who has or currently is competing at a professional, national, or
international level. (Team or Individual)
Female. The female gender is defined by the socially constructed roles and behaviors that a

society typically associates with females.



Identity. 1dentities are aspects of who we are, which locate us in the social world, and thoroughly
affect everything we do, say, and feel in our lives.

Intersectionality. A conceptual framework approach to explore and understand an individual’s
multiple identities and how they interact and combine to form experiences in specific settings
(Moodley & Graham, 2015).

Physical Education. A school-based class that focuses on the development of physical fitness,
motor skills and patterns, along with skills in aquatics, dance, individual sports, and team sports
for adolescence and teens. Commonly known as P.E.

Visual Impairment. Encompasses those who are completely blind or have low vision.
Limitations:

e The retrospective nature of the study may limit the participant’s ability to recall sufficient
memories to respond to each question.

e Utilizing phone interviews may dilute the intimacy of the interview along with the ability
of the interviewer to observe body language or facial expressions

Delimitations:

e The participants were female, elite athletes with a visual impairment who reflected on
their P.E and sport experiences throughout K-12. Thus, results would not be
generalizable to other groups of individuals.

e The interviewer followed an interview guide of questions created prior to the interviews.

e All interviews were conducted using a semi-structured approach, allowing the
interviewer to be flexible by adding in questions or expanding on other questions to gain
as much information as possible.

Significance of study:



This study provided an understanding of the obstacle’s female athletes with a visual
impairment faced during their personal experiences in physical education and sport. It is
understood that individual, females and those with disabilities experience hardships in a physical
activity setting. However, little information is known about the obstacle’s athletes with a
disability (e.g. visual impairment) face and how those obstacles intersect with challenges related
to gender (e.g. identifying as a female) in a physical education setting. The results of this study
may be utilized to implement appropriate strategies into the physical education setting that foster
an inclusive environment for students with visual impairments. Additionally, teachers may
recognize the importance of potential lesson adaptions to strengthen the student-teacher
relationship and ensure that all students, regardless of disability, are included and feel valued.
Physical activity is a major component of living a healthy life and should be a positive

experience for all individuals.



CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW

The purpose of this section is to provide a thorough review of the literature associated
with the topics covered in this study. There are several topics that require investigation to fully
comprehend their relation to identifying as a female athlete with a visual impairment in physical
education. The first topic examined individuals with disabilities in physical education. The
second topic targeted examination of different studies regarding the experiences of individuals
with visual impairments in physical education. The third topic investigated athletes with visual
impairments in physical education and sport. Fourth, literature on genders and visual
impairments in physical education was examined. And the final topic of interest reviewed in
support of the current study was intersectionality. Examining the literature in all areas supported
the comprehensive understanding of each topic to foster the development of a well-supported
study.
Disability in Physical Education

In recent years, research has shifted focus to examine the perspective of students with
disabilities in physical education. While research in this area is historically sparse, a recent trend
toward examining the viewpoints of those with disabilities toward physical education has
emerged. One of the first and most influential studies in this area of inquiry was conducted by
Fitzgerald (2005), who examined the viewpoints of five students with various disabilities and
their embodied experiences in physical education and school sports. This qualitative research
study examined experiences the students faced in a context where they were labeled as unable. In
this study, participants reported that their physical education teachers lacked any desire or
concern of progression in class (Fitzgerald, 2005). Additionally, they stated that their peers and

teachers influenced their impressions of activities as being accepted or rejected during physical



education. For example, one of the participants recalled that “...not everyone at school plays and
not everyone does it in PE. It’s just not around like football or basketball or tennis, you know
them popular sports.” (Fitzgerald, 2005, p.48). Although Fitzgerald pointed out that the students’
health and well-being should be the main priority of physical education, many of the participants
recalled negative and challenging experiences in these contexts.

Recently, a qualitative inquiry review conducted by Haegele and Sutherland (2015)
investigated the existing literature base focused on students with disabilities and their
perspectives towards physical education. In this review, 13 articles were identified, and three
thematic clusters emerged regarding the viewpoints of student with disabilities towards
experiences in physical education (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015). The three themes were (a)
perspectives towards typically developing peers, (b) perspectives towards physical education
teachers, and (c) perspectives towards inclusion and exclusion (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015).
Interactions with typically developing peers were the most commonly explored perspective of
students with disabilities (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015). Both positive and negative interactions
between typically developing peers and students with disabilities were experienced. Positive
experiences such as, providing support, caring, and consensual help led to building friendships
between students with disabilities and typically developing peers (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015).
However, participants recalled negative experiences such as bullying, name calling, and
laughing, leading to self-isolation and social isolation. According to Haegele and Sutherland
(2015), positive attitudes from physical education teachers may be an important feature in
creating a meaningful learning environment and experiences for students with disabilities.
Although small modification and accommodations during physical education class could help

create a welcoming environment (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015). However, they were rather



uncommon. Inclusion and exclusion in physical education took the form of forced exclusion,
self-exclusion and forced inclusion in the extant literature (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015). Forced
exclusion occurred when activities had limits in the environment that inherently excluded the
participants, self-exclusion was where students themselves decided to reject participation, and
forced inclusion was when students with disabilities felt participation in activity was required but
did not include support, and therefore often led to failure (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015).

Fitzgerald (2005) and Haegele and Sutherland (2015) presented similar results; for
example, physical education teacher’s attitudes and actions seemed to play a major role in
contributing to students with disabilities’ perspective toward physical education. Whether the
perspectives were positive or negative, physical education teachers influenced the student’s
experience. Peer relationships and interactions were also both key themes discussed in Fitzgerald
(2005) and Haegele and Sutherland (2015) as influencing the participants view on physical
education. Each student had their own unique perspectives and opinions regarding physical
education, sport, physical education teachers, and coaches.
Visual Impairment Experiences in Physical Education

Individuals with visual impairments may represent one particular group of interest when
examining physical education experiences. Research identified that upwards to 80% of children
with visual impairments failed to reach critical levels of health-related fitness (Lieberman &
McHugh, 2001). In addition, Kozub and Oh (2004) discussed how youth with visual impairments
tended to be less physically active than their sighted peers, attributing to lower fitness levels, as
well as, higher risk for health-related illnesses during childhood and into adulthood. The most
probable environment for youth with visual impairments to learn about and engage in physical

activity is school-based physical education programs (Haegele & Porretta, 2015).
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With the implementation of The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement
Act (2014), specifically designed physical education that meets the needs of individual students,
such as those with visual impairments, must be available. A well-planned and implemented
physical education program can offer opportunities for students with visual impairments to
participate in physical activity and experience peer interaction (Haegele & Porretta, 2015).
However, due to poor training of physical education teachers (Lieberman & Conroy, 2013),
youth with visual impairments may not obtain the proper instruction required to gain the
necessary motor skills, abilities, and social interaction in order to live a healthy, active life. Poor
training for physical education teachers can hinder the involvement of students with visual
impairments in physical education class activities (Lieberman & Conroy, 2013), leading to self-
selected isolation (Haegele & Zhu, 2017). The importance of the relationship between students
with visual impairments and their physical education teachers plays a major role in shaping their
experiences. For example, according to Haegele and colleagues (2017), individuals with visual
impairments reflected a belief that their teachers viewed them as flawed or unable, which
influenced more negative effects on the individual’s physical education experience.

Among the first studies to examine the experiences of individuals with visual
impairments in physical education, Haegele and Zhu (2017) conducted an interviewed-based
study using an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) to explore the retrospective
reflections of 16 adults with visual impairments during school physical education. In this study,
participants reported experiences of fear and frustration, belittlement and discrimination, and
feelings of being viewed as worthless by their physical education teachers. Additionally, Haegele
and Zhu (2017) stated that participants believed their teachers viewed them as flawed, which

influenced other negative effects on the individual’s physical education experience. Not only did
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the negative effects impact the participants physical education experiences, but also affected
them emotionally; one participant expressed “In some ways, it was harmful emotionally because
it was a time when it was more than obvious that I was different and separate from my peers”
(Haegele & Zhu, 2017, p.430). These feeling of being flawed, different, and separate influenced
negative views of the meaning of participation during physical education; “I think that since I
started to hate it, I did not try and get any meaning out of it. There was nothing I was open to
learning” (Haegele & Zhu, 2017, p.430), impacting the participant’s decision of self-exclusion
and not wanting to participate.

A similar study, conducted by Haegele and Buckley (2019), examined four youths with
visual impairments from Alaska and their experiences in physical education, with a purpose to:
better understand how youth perceived lessons and activities, and how they interacted with
teachers and peers. In this study, participants conveyed that the addition of accommodation
during physical education made a difference in their participation (Haegele & Buckley, 2019).
This accommodation ranged from the use of colorful or bright color balls, having an adapted
physical education teacher in class, or simply having a teacher who made an effort to talk with
and check in with the student with a visual impairment. Additionally, they stated that peer
relationships were difficult to build and caused a hindrance in wanting to participate (Haegele &
Buckley, 2019). One participant stated that his peers would not even let him try an activity even
though he was very interested in playing (Haegele & Buckley, 2019). Another participant
expressed his peers could have made more of an effort to talk him, so they could get to know
each other (Haegele & Buckley, 2019). Instances of poor peer relationships, like those expressed
in this study, can lead to social isolation, bullying, and self-exclusion (Fitzgerald, 2005).

According to the existing research, individuals with a visual impairment tend to struggle
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to feel welcomed, wanted, and valued in physical education settings (Haegele & Buckley, 2019;
Haegele & Zhu, 2017). Facing a number of negative experiences may prevent these individuals
from being able to, and subsequently wanting to, be involved and participate. The uninterested
attitudes and lack of effort from the physical education teachers have a major impact on the
perspectives of individuals with visual impairments towards physical education (Haegele &
Buckley, 2019; Haegele & Zhu, 2017). Complicating experiences further are poor peer
interactions and relationships, bullying, name calling, and exclusion (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele
& Buckley, 2019; Haegele & Zhu, 2017). Research has revealed the immense impact these
negative factors have on the experiences of individuals with visual impairments towards physical
education.
Athletes with Visual Impairments in Physical Education

To date, just one study has examined how elite athletes with visual impairments
experienced physical education. Haegele, Zhu, and Davis (2017) collaborated on a study
examining the meaning of physical education and sport among elite athletes with visual
impairments. This phenomenological study described the experiences of four elite male goalball
players and how their experiences in physical education shaped them as athletes (Haegele et al.,
2017). In the study, participant’s narratives helped create four major themes: (a) physical
education teachers are central to physical education experiences; (b) internalized exclusion; (c)
athletic identity struggle; and (d) extracurricular opportunity.

The first theme described how physical education teachers were central to physical
education experiences among the participants. Half of the participants described their physical
education teachers as being supportive. For example, one participant expressed having good

instruction and accommodations for all lessons (Haegele et al., 2017), and another participant
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described his teacher as never telling him he couldn’t do something and that there was always
some activity in which he was participating (Haegele et al., 2017). On the other hand, two
participants recalled that they were set aside to watch and no accommodation were introduced to
create a learning environment for all (Haegele et al., 2017). For example, one participant stated
“It (physical education) was probably the least favorite part of my day” (Haegele et al., 2017, p.
382). The second theme, internalized exclusion, focused on peer relationships. Several of the
participants recalled a positive experience with physical education teachers but, experienced
some quantity of exclusion from peers during activities or lessons more often than not. However,
in some instances, exclusion was the participants’ choice (Haegele et al., 2017). One participant
stated, “I think I probably excluded myself because I enjoyed goalball and I enjoyed weight-
lifting more than I enjoyed being involved with other high school students who were not very
good athletes.” (Haegele et al., 2017, p. 384). Whether exclusion is initiated by the teacher or the
student themselves, it can cause major setbacks in peer relationships.

The third theme, athletic identity struggle, included recollections of how the participants’
identities as athletes influenced their physical education experiences. Three of the participants
identified as athletes while in school and reported that their athletic capabilities and success
helped change peer’s perspective of them from being just a person with a disability to being an
athlete (Haegele et al., 2017). Identifying as an athlete during youth, including individuals with
visual impairments, can impact physical activities and peer relationships while in school. The
final theme, extracurricular opportunity, mainly focused on how physical education assisted the
participants in finding their own different outside physical activity in which to partake (Haegele
et al., 2017). For several of the participants in this study, physical education enhanced their

understanding of their athletic abilities later in life (Haegele et al., 2017).
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This study investigated physical education experiences among male, elite athletes, with a
visual impairment (Haegele et al., 2017). Examining only males still leaves the experiences of
female elite athletes with a visual impairment unknown. Haegele and colleagues (2017) opened
the discussion of athletes with visual impairment in the environment of physical education class,
but only investigated one side. Thus, the current study can help close the gap in this
understanding by exploring the experiences and perspectives of female athletes with visual
impairments in physical education class.

Gender and Visual Impairment in Physical Education

In recent years, studies that investigated and specifically examined gender and visual
impairments in physical education have surfaced. For example, Haegele and colleagues (2018)
focused on female students with visual impairments in physical education and Haegele and Kirk
(2018) focused on the experiences of male students with visual impairments in physical
education. From an early age, children have a clear concept of what is expected of their gender
and how to behave based on how society portrays male and female (Kirk, 2003). Gender in
physical education is used to create constraints on individuals based on social stereotypes and
common-sense gender ideals (Azzarito & Solomon, 2005); just as disabilities are seen as
constraints or having limitation. Females tend to experience judgement for their sports
competency, social pressure to uphold the stereotypical ideal feminine body of being thin,
slender, and embarrassment for their non-sporty abilities (Oliver et al., 2009; Hills, 2007).
Females are expected to nurture their emotions, be supportive, and care for their appearance
while participating in physical education (Adler et al., 1992). However, males are held to a
different standard and much more is expected from them in physical education. Males are

anticipated to be competitive, strong, tough, aggressive and passionate players in physical
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education (Adler et al., 1992). The top-dog competitive mentality is a type of social pressure
males face in physical education when they are expected to with-hold that stereotypical culture
(Brown & Evans, 2004).

Most relevant to the current study is that of Haegele and colleagues (2018). Using an
intersectional approach, the purpose of Haegele and colleagues’ research was to study the
experiences of individuals identifying as females and as having a visual impairment in physical
education. Adult women, ages 21-30, with visual impairments were interviewed, and three
themes from the participant’s interviews were constructed: (a) “Girls don’t like gym anyway”,
(b) “She can’t do what other kids can do”, and (c) “It was really awkward”. The first theme,
“girls don’t like gym anyway”, showed the influence of gender and visual impairment identities
on participation, or non-participation, in physical education activities. For example, one
participant, who attended public school, was removed from physical education after fourth grade
due to “safety reason” and expressed she “just didn’t have many opportunities” (Haegele et al.,
2018). Several participants expressed having negative feelings about physical education because
of limited participation, alternative activities, and exclusionary practices (Haegele et al., 2018).
As exemplified by the theme title quote, however, many of the participants relied on their gender
identity to justify their lack of participation, noting that physical education isn’t something girls
do anyway.

The second theme, “She can’t do what other kids can do”, was largely influenced by the
physical education teacher’s expectations of the students with visual impairments as being
unable or flawed (Haegele et al., 2018). The participants in this study reported perceived
experiences of their physical education teachers having low expectations for them based on their

visual impairments. One participant stated “They (physical education teachers) probably thought
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there was nothing they can do for me. Like ‘What’s the point of trying to get to know this student
when I’m not going to be able to help her? She can’t do what other kids can do.” It probably
seemed like a waste of time” (Haegele et al., 2018, p. 304). Another participant stated,
“expectations for me to fail, so to spare my feeling they just encouraged me not to try” (Haegele
et al., 2018, p.304). The excuse of “...it would be too dangerous” was used on a participant in
physical education by her teacher (Haegele et al., 2018, p. 304). The participants also felt as if
the boys in the class were held to a higher expectation than the girls because boys were supposed
to be able to do more (Haegele et al., 2018). The participants felt frustrated and confused by
these genders-based expectations of males being better than females physically which were
influenced by the physical education teachers (Haegele et al., 2018). A participant expressed
irritation and reported, “The boys had to do ‘boy push-ups’ and girls has to do ‘girl push-ups.’
Like, the bar for the boys was a little higher than the girls.” (Haegele et al., 2018, p.304). The
gender biased assumption influenced by the physical education teachers caused extreme
discomfort and frustration for the participants according to Haegele and colleagues (2018),
leading to their lack of interest and participation in physical education. From the participants
experiences it was evident that their teachers viewed them as unable and flawed (Haegele et al.,
2018).

The final theme of this study, “It was really awkward”, was influenced by negative and
poor peer interaction, which was largely informed by the perspective of individuals with visual
impairments being unable (Haegele et al., 2018). Many of the participants experienced bullying
during their physical education classes reporting, “It just seemed like they (peers) didn’t care if
got hurt. I felt like they kind of bullied me” (Haegele et al., 2018, p. 305). Another participant

expressed her peer bullying as “pretty intentional stuff” making her experience feelings such as
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“ostracized in a way, since | was made to feel like I wasn’t part of the group” (Haegele et al.,
2018, p. 305). From an intersectional perspective, an interesting development in this study was
that participants reported that their bullies were largely males, and that the teasing they
experienced stemmed from stereotypes and conceptualization of the perceived abilities of
females in sports (Haegele et al., 2018). The purpose of Haegele and associates’ study (2018),
was to examine the experiences of females having a visual impairment on their physical
education and how identifying as such affected those experiences. These three themes contribute
to the understanding of how multiple identities can cause disadvantages in physical education

Similar to Haegele and colleagues (2018), Haegele and Kirk (2018) also utilized an
intersectional approach, but with the purpose of examining males with visual impairments on
their experiences in physical education. Adult males, ages 18-33 with a visual impairment
participated in this study, and three themes emerged from the data: (a) “I didn’t feel very
integrated”, (b) “Oh great, where’s my cane now?”, and (c) “Okay, just do what you can”
(Haegele & Kirk, 2018). The first theme, “I didn’t feel very integrated”, described issues with
engaging in activities and was primarily influenced by the perspective that individuals with
visual impairments have a lack of ability to participate (Haegele & Kirk, 2018). This type of
perspective and opinion of individuals with visual impairments played a major part in why
physical educations teachers excluded them from participation and put them to the side. One
participant expressed “They (the physical education teacher) would give me a football, put me to
the side, and I would throw a football back and forth with someone while the other students had
the luxury of playing a sport like basketball, badminton, or soccer” (Haegele & Kirk, 2018, p.
204). There was little to no effort by the teachers in attempting to modify activities for the

participants. This type of treatment had a profound effect on the participants, where it was
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reported that physical education experiences were terrible, causing one participate to become
upset and angered during instances where he didn’t understand why he couldn’t try the activity
with other students (Haegele & Kirk, 2018). These experiences were very similar to the ones of
the female participants in Haegele and associates (2018), with having poor instruction and
feeling left out and excluded during activities.

The second theme, “Oh great, where’s my cane now?”, described accounts of bullying
the participants experienced in physical education class by their peers (Haegele & Kirk, 2018).
Bullying has been a major and common theme discovered in a handful of studies about people
with visual impairments and physical education (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele et al., 2018; Haegele
& Kirk, 2018). One participant reported, “I think people just picked my eyesight because it was
an easy target” (Haegele & Kirk, 2018, p.207). Being a male didn’t help the bullying situation
either as re-counted by one of the participants; “I think being a boy put me in that situation,
being in a locker room within close proximity of them (bullies)” (Haegele & Kirk, 2018, p.207).
Another participant had a similar experience, but once he began to partake successfully in a
sport, he was no longer viewed as a person with a disability, but as being an athlete (Haegele &
Kirk, 2018). He expressed “got bullied until I could no longer get bullied”, and his former bullies
“became teammates and then the few guys who could bully didn’t because they had the respect
of being teammates” (Haegele & Kirk, 2018, p. 207-208). As such, athletic capability and
success helped change some peer’s perception of individuals with visual impairments (Haegele
et al., 2017). The final theme, “Okay, just do what you can”, stemmed from not feeling
challenged or a part of the competitive atmosphere (Haegele & Kirk, 2018). Participants
expressed their physical education experiences was not rigorous enough for them (Haegele &

Kirk, 2018). “The isolated class definitely felt boring. The physical activity required of us was



19

definitely not intense enough, at least by my standard” was reported by one of the participants
contributing to their negative perspective on physical education (Haegele & Kirk, 2018, p. 208).

The themes in both studies were very similar and raised parallel concerns for both male
and female students with visual impairments in a physical education setting. The lack of interest
and effort from teachers, poor peer interaction and relationships leading to bulling and isolation,
and the assumption and preserved thought of not being able to fully participate were common
and constant challenges faced by individuals with visual impairments in a physical education
setting causing a negative perception towards physical education (Haegele et al., 2018; Haegele
& Kirk, 2018). A logical extension of this line of inquiry would be to examine females or males
with visual impairments, who have additional identities that may contribute to their experiences
in physical education. By using an intersectional approach to investigate experiences of female
athletes with visual impairments in physical education it will allow more understanding behind
one’s perspective and opinions.
Intersectionality

All identities and experiences are intersectional (Cuthbert, 2017). In the current study, the
concept of intersectionality was used to explore the physical education experiences of individuals
identifying as a female, having a visual impairment, and as an athlete. When intersectionality
was first developed, it was to open people’s eyes to the oppression faced by Black women, and
the unique contribution that race and gender played in influencing that oppression (Combahee
River Collective, 1977). These Black women challenged mainstream women to think about how
oppressive experiences associated being a woman might intersect with oppressive experiences
associated with being African American during the 1970’s and 1980’s (Combahee River

Collective, 1977). Each identity crosses and overlaps, providing effects and meaning of
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membership to each group. Thus, rather than viewing features such as race, disability, and
gender identity as separate attributes, they should be considered in an intersecting fashion and
how the traits together form experiences. This framework provides a scope to recognize
individual’s multiple identities and how these identities influence successes or difficulties
(Moodley & Graham, 2015).

Over the years, intersectionality has expanded, changed and broadened in scope to allow
more understanding and more investigation in identities. Intersectionality provides a conceptual
framework and in recent research has been used to investigate how several identities influence
experiences in physical education (Dagkas, 2016). To date, research has utilized intersectionality
to examine how a number of identities influence physical education experiences, including
identities related to gender and religion (Dagkas et al., 2011), gender and race (Azzarito, 2009),
and gender, race, and social class (Azzarito & Solomon, 2005). More aligned with the current
study, research has examined the intersection of identities related to gender and visual
impairment (Haegele & Kirk, 2018; Haegele et al., 2018) and overweightness and visual
impairment (Haegele, Zhu, & Holland, 2019). For the purpose of this study, the conceptual
framework approach of intersectionality was utilized to investigate the experiences of those who
identify as a female athlete with a visual impairment in physical education.

Summary

There have been many prominent findings in literature examining the perspectives of
those with disabilities, particularly individuals with visual impairments, toward physical
education. The research has assisted in gaining an understanding of how individuals with
disabilities experience physical education. Many of the studies reviewed uncovered similar

results and common themes were present. The Haegele and Buckley (2019) and Haegele and
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Zhu (2017) interview-based studies each constructed three themes from the experiences of
students with visual impairments and reported salient features that included poor teachers, the
lack of interest and effort from the teachers, poor peer interaction and relationships leading to
bulling and isolation, and the assumption and preserved thought of not being able to fully
participate. These common challenges faced by individuals with visual impairments in a physical
education setting caused a negative perception towards physical education. Haegele and
colleagues (2017) explained and described the experiences of athletes with visual impairments in

physical education and had very similar and key themes to previous studies discussed.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY

The purpose of this study was to implement an intersectional approach and gain insight
into the reflection about lived experiences of female athletes with visual impairments during
school physical education. The following chapter will discuss the methodology used in this
study, including research design, participants, data collection procedures, and data analysis.
Research Approach

In order to describe the participants’ intersectional experiences as female athletes with a
visual impairment, an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) research approach was
implemented. The IPA approach is dedicated to the detailed exploration of personal meaning and
lived experiences (Smith, 2015). IPA explores how participants make sense of their personal and
social world (Smith, 2015). It is used to gain an understanding of underlying reasons, opinions,
perspectives, and motivations in people’s experiences. Smith (2015) explains when using IPA, it
is important to create an interview environment where the participant can express their
experiences openly and honestly with the interviewer. This analysis is grounded in the
participants’ retrospective recall of experiences and emotion. In IPA analysis, it asks the
participants to go back to a certain situation and rediscover the emotions that occurred at that
moment. In the current study, the researcher was interested in examining the participant’s
reflections about their lived experiences in a physical education setting as a person who
identified as being a female, an athlete, and as having a visual impairment. Thus, the researchers
not only analyzed participants’ experiences in physical education and sport but also the
intersection of their gender, athlete, and disability-related identities and how those identities
effected their lived experiences.

Participants
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The target population for this study were female, elite athletes who have a visual
impairment. The female participants were elite athletes, individuals who have or currently are
competing at a professional, national, or international level on a team or as an individual. This
group offered a limited population to select from and therefore a small study sample of four
participants were selected; however, this was congruent with the selected study design.
Participants were recruited based on a set of predetermined eligibility specific criteria. Eligibility
criteria included individuals who (a) identified as being female; (b) identified as having a visual
impairment during K-12 physical education experience; (c) identified as being an elite athlete
and part of a professional, national, or international team or as an individual; (d) were between
18 and 40-years of age; (¢) were willing to participate in a telephone/video call interview for
approximately 60-minutes; (f) and were willing to keep in contact following the interview for
follow-up questions. The specific age range selected helped ensure that the participants
experienced all levels of K-12 education and could re-live specific recollections from physical
education.

Participants in this study included four female, elite athletes with visual impairments who
ranged in age from ranged 23 to 28-years old. Three out of the four participants identified as
Caucasian and one identified as both Caucasian and African American. Pseudonyms were
utilized to describe participants to protect the identity of the four participants.

Barb is a 24-year-old, Caucasian female who has congenital Glaucoma and Cataracts.
She wears glasses, with a very strong prescription, to compensate for the lack of lens in her eyes.
She is legally blind with correction, and her vision has been stable her whole life. Barb is a
current member of the USA Women’s National goalball team. She competed in the 2016 Rio

Paralympics where her team won a bronze medal. Barb has competed in two world
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Championships and two Para Pan American Games in goalball. She helped Team USA qualify
for the next Paralympics last summer at the IBSA Qualifier and is hoping to help the team with a
gold medal in the 2021 Tokyo Paralympics coming up. She is a full-time athlete in Fort Wayne,
Indiana, which is the official Paralympic resident center in the sport of goalball. Outside of
international competitions, Barb competes domestically in goalball tournaments across the US.
Her team took second place last year at the 2019 Nationals.

Sam is a 28 -year-old, Caucasian female who has retinitis pigmentosa (RP). RP causes
Sam to have very little useable vision. She can see shadows and light contrasts, but she mainly
sees “shapes and blobs”. She had better vision as a child until around third grade, where her
vision progressively worsened until middle school before becoming stable. Sam was an elite
alpine skier from 2011-2014. She was on the USA National Paralympic Alpine Ski team and
went to the 2014 Sochi Winter Paralympics. Now she runs marathons for fun and hopes to
pursue triathlons in the near future.

Patty is a 25-year-old, Caucasian and African American female who has a congenital
disease called Aniridia. Aniridia causes Patty to have no iris in either eye, so light is never
filtered when entering her eyes. It causes Patty to be severally visually impaired making it
difficult for her to see well. Patty’s vision has always been mostly stable. Patty was a member of
the USA National Goalball team in 2011. She’s competed in two Paralympic Games, London
2012 and Rio 2016, where her team won a bronze medal. She competed in three Para Pan
American Games and two World Championships. Patty continues to train in Fort Wayne,
Indiana, with Barb, at the official Paralympic resident center in the sport of goalball for Tokyo
2021 Paralympic games.

Alison is a 23-year-old, Caucasian female who has achromatopsi, a genetic eye condition
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that affect the light receptors in her eyes causing her to be light sensitive and see limited color.
She has been legally blind since birth. She was a two-time Paralympian for Alpine skiing. Alison
competed in the Sochi 2014 Paralympic games and 2018 Paralympic games in alpine skiing
events. She also spent four years competing on the World Cup circuit and skied in World
Championship races, and National Championship races where she medaled.
Data Collection

The data collection for this study occurred during the fall-winter of 2019. This study
utilized two sources of data: interviews and reflective notes. The primary source of the data was
informal, audio-taped, telephone/video call interviews completed by the author. Due to the large
distance between the participants and author, telephone/video call interviews were used in lieu of
face-to-face interviews. The interviews lasted between 52 to 76-minutes. The secondary source
of data were reflective notes taken by the interviewer during and after the telephone/video call
interviews. Procedures of data collection for the current study were adopted from similar
research focusing on physical education experiences in youth with a visual impairment (Haegele
& Buckley, 2019).

The interviews began with a brief explanation of the purpose of the study, as well as
gaining consent to conduct the interview. Each interview was guided by a semi-structured
interview guide, which included questions informed by the IPA framework and intersectionality
focus of the study. This style of interview allowed for a more conversational-based interview
(Haegele & Buckley, 2019). The guide was used in a flexible manner to allow the interviewee to
control the order and degree of the discussed material. The same basic guidelines were used for
all participants. Sample question included: (a) can you describe what your experiences in K-12

physical education were like?; (b) can you describe how having a visual impairment impacted
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your physical education experience?; (c) how has being a female manipulated your physical
education experience?; and (d) how has being an athlete influenced your physical education
experiences?

Reflective notes were taken by the interviewer as the interviews were conducted and
immediately following each interview. These notes included how the author was feeling about
the conversation, initial thoughts on what the interviewee said, initial feelings about the
interviewee’s tone, and residual thoughts about developing topics (Smith & Sparks, 2017). The
reflective note taking process helped record any personal bias from the interviewer that may
affect the interview.

Data Analysis

Immediately following the data collection, the audiotaped interviews were transcribed,
verbatim, by the author. Transcripts of the interview showed all words spoken by both the
interviewer and interviewee and provide a semantic record of the interview. Long pauses,
nonverbal remarks, and clearly unrelated information were not noted in the transcript because the
content did not relate to the participants experiences central to the current study analysis.

Following the transcriptions, a four-step process, recommended by Smith and colleagues
(2009), was utilized to construct themes. First, the author carefully read and re-read each
transcript and became familiar with the content and associated the reflection (Smith & Sparks,
2017). Data from transcripts and reflection notes were then reduced into initial themes at the
case level. The third step was to search for patterns and connections across all the participants by
constant comparison. Finding patterns helped establish themes and commonalties between the
participants (Smith et al., 2009). The final step of the analysis consisted of a discussion between

the research team which focused on the constructed themes and those that were aligned with the
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research focus and conceptual framework.
Trustworthiness

Approaches presented by Yardley (2000), Petty, Thomson, and Stew (2012), and Smith
and colleagues (2009) were followed to help support the trustworthiness of the current study.
The interviewer described her view and position to the participants at the start of each interview
which helped to expose bias (Yardley, 2000). The study used the support of an interview guide
that had been created for individuals with visual impairments (Haegele & Zhu, 2017) and had
been adjusted to align with the purpose of the study. Yardley (2000) encouraged researchers to
specifically describe the position of the researcher, the recruitment process, transcriptions,
interviews, and analysis techniques to support the transparency and consistency of the study.
Another strategy that was utilized to enhance trustworthiness was the collaboration efforts
between the researcher and her panel of experts (Petty et al., 2012). The researcher worked with
the panel of experts, with experience in physical education, special education, and qualitative
methodologies, to plan the study. The panel of experts assisted in the creation of the semi-
structured interview guide by reviewing and providing critiques prior to implementation (Petty et
al. 2012). Additionally, an ample number of verbatim quotes from the interview transcripts were
utilized throughout the results to ensure the participants’ voices were heard and integrated into

the research (Smith et al., 2009).
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CHAPTER IV: MANUSCRIPT

Experiences in Physical Education and Sport: The Intersection of Identifying as a Female,

an Athlete, and Visually Impaired
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Abstract
Introduction. Individuals with visual impairments, females, and athletes encounter different
challenges during physical education. However, little is known about how the challenges
connected with each of these identities intersect and if that intersection impacts experiences
differently. The purpose of this study was to take an explicitly intersectional approach to
understand how identifying as an individual with a visual impairment, a female, and an athlete
intersect to influence physical education and sport experiences. Methods. To describe the
participants’ intersectional experiences as female athletes with a visual impairment, an
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) research approach was implemented. Four
female athletes with visual impairments aged 23-28-years old, participated in this study. The
study utilized two sources of data: semi-structured, audio-taped, telephone/video call interviews
and reflective interview notes. Data were analyzed thematically using a three-step process guided
by IPA. Results. From the data collected and analyzed, two connected, major themes were
constructed (a) Physical education was ‘just a credit’ and (b) ‘If you enjoy this, we will drive
you’. Discussion. The results of this study aligned with prior research (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele
& Zhu, 2017), by demonstrating the participants did not have meaningful physical education
experiences. Interestingly, however, the participants noted that these poor experiences were not
critical to them, as they had developed a sense of athletic identity in other, outside of school

physical activity opportunities supported by family.
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Experiences in Physical Education and Sport: The Intersection of Identifying as a Female,
an Athlete, and Visually Impaired

In the recent years, research attention has shifted to investigate the perspective of those
with disabilities about their personal experiences in physical education (Byrnes & Rickards,
2011). This area of study has provided those with disabilities a voice to express their thoughts,
feelings, and frustrations about their personal experiences in physical education classes (Spencer-
Cavaliere & Watkins, 2010). Both positive and negative experiences that individuals with
disabilities have encountered during physical education have been uncovered through this
research (Fitzgerald, 2005). Positive experiences, such as active participation supported by
teacher accommodations and supportive teacher-student relationships, may influence the
student’s opinion and attitude towards physical education and may help build upon peer
relationships in other classes (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele & Buckley, 2019; Haegele &
Sutherland, 2015). Unfortunately, negative experiences, including instances of bullying, social
isolation and different methods of judgement, were more commonly reported (Haegele &
Sutherland, 2015). These negative experiences may have an impact on the attitudes of students
with disabilities toward physical education and lead to self-selected exclusion and isolation from
future activities (Haegele & Sutherland, 2015) which may ultimately lead to poor health
(Warburton, Nicol & Bredin, 2006).

The type of disability one experiences can impact the way they engage in physical
education. Given that youth with visual impairments have been identified as not engaging in
adequate physical activity to reap health-related outcomes (Haegele & Porretta, 2015), they may
be one such group of interest. Examining the existing literature on the views/perspectives of

those with a visual impairment in physical education exposed a number of findings. For example,
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in physical education, students with visual impairments tended to experience fear and frustration,
were demeaned and discriminated against, and at times felt worthless in the eyes of physical
education teachers (Haegele & Zhu, 2017). According to Haegele and Zhu (2017), who
interviewed adults with visual impairments about their experiences in integrated physical
education settings, participants reflected that they believed their teachers viewed their bodies as
being flawed, which informed other negative effects on the individual’s physical education
experience. Feelings of being worthless, flawed or incapable, which have appeared across
several studies examining physical education from the perspectives of those with visual
impairments, can steer individuals with visual impairments to self-selected exclusion and
avoidance of physical education activities. As such, it is not surprising that Yessick and Haegele
(2019) reported that adults with visual impairments viewed physical education as ineffective, and
many who did engage in physical activity throughout the lifespan were introduced to exercise in
other forums.

While research has now thorough explored reflections of adults with visual impairment
toward physical education, little is known about how other identities (e.g., gender) affect these
experiences. Identities are aspects of who we are, which locate us in the social world, and
thoroughly affect everything we do, say, and feel in our lives. As such, this study was
conceptually guided by Crenshaw’s interpretation of intersectionality. Intersectionality provides
a conceptual framework to explore the intersections between identities and how they influence
physical education experiences. In the 1970°s and 1980’s, intersectionality was developed by
Black feminists challenging White feminists to think about how the oppression that comes with
being a woman could be compounded by the oppressive experiences with being African

American (Combahee River Collective, 1977). Intersectionality was later broadened to embrace
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the idea that all identities and experiences are intersectional (Cuthbert, 2017). Besides viewing
individual’s traits (i.e., gender, race, disability) as isolated traits, intersectionality views the
intersections between them and how these traits shape experiences (Cuthbert, 2017).
Intersectionality therefore was considered to provide conceptual framework approach to explore
and understand an individual’s multiple identities and how they combine to form experiences in
specific contexts (Moodley & Graham, 2015).

Little attention has been paid to understanding how other identities intersect and
influence physical education among those with visual impairments. For example, from an early
age, children have a clear concept of what is expected of their gender and how to behave based
on how society portrays (or identifies of) male and female (Kirk, 2003). In a physical education
setting, it is assumed that the males in the class are the fop-dog participants with a competitive
culture to showcase their masculinity (Brown & Evans, 2004). Physical education teachers have
certain opinions and expectations of what both males and females are capable of doing in
physical education. Males are expected to be competitive, strong, tough, aggressive, and
passionate players in physical education, where females are expected to nurture their emotions,
be supportive, and care for their appearance (Adler, Kless & Adler, 1992). The participation rate
for females in physical education has been of major concern for many years (Daley & Buchanan,
1999). The lack of participation from females appears to be influenced by societal stereotypes
and expectations learned, observed, and forced upon women which expects them to act a certain
way (Constantinou, Manson & Silverman, 2009).

A conflicting identity, which has starkly different expectations in physical education than
traditional females, are female athletes. A strong athletic identity can have both positive and

negative outcomes and can create a feeling of empowerment (Pensgaard & Sorensen, 2002).
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Female athletes in physical education setting tend to be motivated, competitive, and confident in
their abilities and skills (Marsh et al., 1997). Since high-intensity sport requires athletes to have
advanced muscular strength, speed, agility, and power, along with developed technical skills and
decision-making abilities (Gabbett, Jenkins & Abernethy, 2009), these skills tend to separate
athletes from their peers in terms of skill level when they are placed into a physical education
setting (Gabbett et al., 2009). Thus, female athletes tend to experience a conflicting role in
physical education, where one’s identity as a female and one’s identity as an athlete may combat
each other to inform behavior.

It is understood that individuals with visual impairments, females, and athletes encounter
different challenges during physical education. However, little is known about how the
challenges connected with each of these identities intersect and if that intersect impact
experiences differently. This study took an explicitly intersectional perspective to examine the
obstacles female athletes with a visual impairment faced during their personal experiences in
physical education and youth sport. The results of this study may be utilized to implement
appropriate strategies into the physical education setting that fosters an inclusive environment for
students with visual impairments and to create applicable tactics to foster a comfortable learning
environment for female athletes during sport. As such, the purpose of this study was to take an
explicitly intersectional approach to understand how identifying as an individual with a visual
impairment, a female, and an athlete intersect to influence physical education and sport
experiences.

Methods

Research Approach
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In order to explore the participants’ intersectional experiences as female athletes with a
visual impairment, an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) research approach was
adopted. The IPA approach is dedicated to the detailed exploration of personal meaning and
lived experiences (Smith, 2015). IPA explores how participants make sense of their personal and
social world (Smith, 2015). It is used to gain an understanding of underlying reasons, opinions,
perspectives, and motivations in people’s experiences. IPA studies ask participants to return to a
certain situation and rediscover the emotions that occurred at that moment. In the current study,
the researcher was interested in examining the participants reflection about their lived
experiences in a physical education setting as a person who identified as being a female, an
athlete, and as having a visual impairment. Thus, the researchers not only analyzed participants’
experiences in physical education and sport but also the intersectional nature of their gender,
athlete, and disability-related identities and how those identities affected their lived experience.
Participants

The target population for this study were female, elite athletes who had a visual
impairment. Participants were all elite athletes, who have or who currently are competing at a
professional, national, or international level on a team or as an individual. This group offered a
limited population to select from and therefore a small study sample was expected. Small
samples, however, are congruent with IPA studies, which recommend between four and six
participants for in-depth examinations of experience. Participants were recruited based on a set
of predetermined eligibility specific criteria. Eligibility criteria included individuals who (a)
identified as being female; (b) identified as having a visual impairment during K-12 physical
education experience; (c) identified as being an elite athlete and part of a professional, national,

or international team or as an individual; (d) were between 18 and 40-years of age; (e) were
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willing to participate in a telephone or video call interview for approximately 60 minutes; (f) and
were willing to keep in contact following the interview for follow up questions. The specific age
range selected helped to ensure that the participants experienced all levels of K-12 education and
could re-live specific recollections from physical education.

Participants in this study included four female, elite athletes, between the ages of 23 to
28- years old, with visual impairments. Three out of the four participants identified as Caucasian
and one identified as both Caucasian and African American. Pseudonyms were utilized to
describe participants to protect the identity of the four participants.

Barb is a 24-year-old, Caucasian female who has congenital Glaucoma and Cataracts.
She wears glasses, with a very strong prescription, to compensate for not having lens. She is
legally blind with correction, and her vision has been stable throughout her whole life. Barb is a
current member of the USA Women’s National goalball team. She competed in the 2016 Rio
Paralympics where her team won a bronze medal. Barb has competed in two world
Championships and two Para Pan American Games in goalball. She helped Team USA qualify
for the next Paralympics last summer at the IBSA Qualifier and is hoping to help the team with a
gold medal in the 2021 Tokyo Paralympics coming up. She is a full-time athlete in Fort Wayne,
Indiana, which is the official Paralympic resident center in the sport of goalball. Outside of
international competitions, Barb competes domestically in goalball tournaments across the US.
Her team took second place last year at the 2019 Nationals.

Sam is a 28 -year-old, Caucasian female who has retinitis pigmentosa (RP). RP causes
Sam to have very little useable vision. She can see shadows and light contrasts, but she mainly
sees “shapes and blobs”. She had better vision as a child until around third grade, where her

vision progressively worsened until middle school when it stabilized. Sam was an elite alpine
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skier from 2011-2014. She was on the USA National Paralympic Alpine Ski team and went to
the 2014 Sochi Winter Paralympics. Now she runs marathons for fun and hopes to pursue
triathlons in the near future.

Patty is a 25-year-old, Caucasian and African American female who has a congenital
disease called Aniridia. Aniridia causes Patty to have no iris in either eye, so light is never
filtered when entering her eyes. It causes Patty to be severally visually impaired making it
difficult for her to see well. Patty’s vision has remained stable throughout her life. . Patty has
been a member of the USA National Goalball team 2011. She’s competed in two Paralympic
Games, London 2012 and Rio 2016, where her team won a bronze medal. She competed in three
Para Pan American Games and two World Championships. Patty continues to train in Fort
Wayne, Indiana, with Barb, at the official Paralympic resident center in the sport of goalball for
Tokyo 2021 Paralympic games.

Alison is a 23-year-old, Caucasian female who has achromatopsi, a genetic eye condition
that affect the light receptors in her eyes causing her to be light sensitive and see limited color.
She has been legally blind since birth. She is a two-time Paralympian for Alpine skiing. Alison
competed in the Sochi 2014 Paralympic games and 2018 Paralympic games in alpine skiing
events. She also spent four years competing on the World Cup circuit and skied in World
Championship races, and National Championship races where she medaled.

Data Collection

The data collection for this study occurred in the fall-winter of 2019-2020. The study
utilized two sources of data: interviews and reflective notes. Three of the interviews were over
telephone and one was over a video conferencing platform. The primary source of the data was

informal, audio-taped, telephone interviews completed by the author. Due to the large distance
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between participants and author, telephone/video call interviews were used in lieu of face-to-face
interviews. Interviews were approximately 50 to 75-minutes each. Each interview began with a
brief explanation of the purpose of the study, as well as encouragement for participants to ask
any questions prior to audio recording. Each participant provided informed consent to
participate. Interviews were guided by a semi-structured interview guide, which included
questions informed by the IPA framework and intersectionality focus of the study. The guide
was used in a flexible manner which allowed the interviewee to control the order and degree of
the discussed material (Smith, 2015). The same basic guidelines were used for all participants.

The secondary source of data were reflective notes taken by the interviewer as the
interviews were being conducted and immediately after each interview. These notes included
how the interviewer felt about the conversation, initial thoughts on what the interviewee said,
initial feelings about the interviewee’s tone, and residual thoughts about developing topics
(Smith & Sparks, 2017). The reflective note taking process helped record any personal bias from
the interviewer that may have affected the interviews.
Data Analysis and Trustworthiness

Once the data collection was complete, the audiotaped interviews were transcribed,
verbatim, by the author. Transcripts of the interview showed all words that were spoken by both
the interviewer and interviewee and provided a semantic record of the interview. Following the
transcriptions, a four-step process, recommended by Smith and colleagues (2009), was utilized to
construct themes. First, the author carefully read and re-read each transcript and became familiar
with the content and associated the reflection (Smith & Sparks, 2017). Data from transcripts and
reflection notes were then reduced into initial themes at the case level. The third step was to

search for patterns and connections across all the participants by constant comparison. Finding
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patterns helped establish themes and commonalties between the participants (Smith et al., 2009).
The final step of the analysis consisted of a discussion between the research team members
which focused on the constructed themes and those that were aligned with the research focus and
conceptual framework.

The author followed approaches presented by Yardley (2000), Petty, Thomson, and Stew
(2012), and Smith and colleagues (2009) to help support the trustworthiness of the current study.
The interviewer described her view and position to the participants at the start of each interview
which helped to expose bias (Yardley, 2000). The study used the support of an interview guide
that had been created for individuals with visual impairments (Haegele & Zhu, 2017) and had
been adjusted to align with the purpose of the study. Yardley (2000) encouraged researchers to
specifically describe the position of the researcher, the recruitment process, transcriptions,
interviews, and analysis techniques to support the transparency and consistency of the study.
Another strategy that was utilized to enhance trustworthiness was the collaboration efforts
between the researcher and her panel of experts (Petty et al., 2012). The researcher worked with
the panel of experts, with experience in physical education, special education, and qualitative
methodologies, to plan the study. The panel of experts assisted in the creation of the semi-
structured interview guide by reviewing and providing critiques prior to implementation (Petty et
al. 2012). Additionally, an ample number of verbatim quotes from the interview transcripts were
utilized throughout the results to ensure the participants voices were heard and integrated into the
research (Smith et al., 2009).

Results and Discussion
From the data collected and analyzed, two interrelated themes were constructed (a)

Physical Education was ‘just a credit’ and (b) ‘If you enjoy this, we will drive you’.
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Physical Education was ‘Just a Credit’

While positive experiences are available, negative physical education experiences are
more commonly described by individuals with disabilities, including those with visual
impairments, during physical education (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele & Zhu, 2017). These findings
were not different for the participants the current study, who largely reported negative
experiences in physical education, mostly in middle school and high school settings. For
example, when Barb discussed her visual impairment and how it influenced physical education,
she shared that

It didn't seem like a high priority for P.E. teachers, or even my vision specialist, to figure

out how to get me involved. It just kind of felt like [I needed to] go through the motions

to get the credit.
According to Barb, neither educator made the effort to advocate for her participation in physical
education, causing Barb to adopt a negative view toward her involvement. She continued by
describing that “my teachers didn’t really strive to make sure I did great or learned” and that “I
ended up feeling so awkward and uncomfortable and I was miserable because then I was
watching everyone.” Barb’s experience, which was consistent with prior research (Haegele &
Buckley, 2019; Haegele, Zhu & Davis, 2017), demonstrated the power that teacher-student
relationships can have in influencing student’s opinions toward physical education. This
experience was reflected by other participants as well. For example, Sam had similar experiences
with her physical education teachers “not caring” and expressed how being a female also
affected her relationship with her physical education teacher, “the male teacher”. According to
Sam, her physical education teacher was “an assistant football coach and didn't really care, he

only cared about making friends with the guys and especially the football players.” Because of
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these experiences, Sam found it hard to care about physical education, and noted: “I just didn't
care that I didn't like P.E. I showed up, I did it, at times it was good but otherwise I just didn't
want to be there.”

According to the participants, their relationships with their physical education teachers,
and their views of physical education in general, were largely informed by their disability-related
identity, and not their athlete- or gender-identity. For example, Sam recalled that “No, I don't
think so, I think being visually impaired thing overrides that I'm a girl thing” and Patty recalled
that “Being a female athlete, I don't think that being a female athlete particularly influence a
huge amount in general, in my P.E.” This finding, that the participants’ visual impairment-
related identity superseded that related to their gender, is consistent with findings from Haegele
and colleagues (2018). Alison added to this, by noting that :

In terms of gym I was always just kind of doing it because I had to, I think. Like, I don't

know, gym wasn't... It wasn't a factor that was influencing my self-esteem, it was just

kind of a thing that I had to do to do the credit.

Based on the participants’ narratives, it was clear that they were disengaged from physical
education, largely due to the way in which their physical education teacher viewed them, likely
as unable or limited in their ability (Fitzgerald, 2005), in the physical education context. These
types of experiences have emerged in prior research and may lead to feelings of being unwanted
and flawed, which in turn may inform other negative effects such as self-removal from physical
education altogether (Haegele et al., 2017). As such, it is not surprising that participants recalled
efforts to escape physical education. For example, Sam recalled thinking “how can I get out of

this period? P.E. was just not fun; I didn't get anything out of it. Except anxiety and
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uncomfortable-ness” and Barb would often find herself asking, “Can I just go to study hall in the
library...”

Generally speaking, adults with visual impairments who reflect on physical education as
being negative tend to disengage from physical activity and sport in other contexts (Yessick &
Haegele, 2019). Interestingly, this action was not the case among the participants in this study.
That is, although physical education was viewed and portrayed as ‘just a credit’, and the
participants were still very physically active outside of school. Perhaps this was mostly
associated with their identities as athletes, which informed a tension between their experiences in
physical education as youth with visual impairments, and their experiences in sport outside of
school as athletes. Highlighting this, Alison recalled that

Physical education wasn't the only space where I could be active. And so, I guess in that

sense, I was really lucky because P.E. wasn't too influential, and so even in times when I

was excluded from activities, it didn't deter me from continuing to be athletic outside of

school. I wasn’t that motivated to be part of gym class, I didn't really care, I knew I was
physically fit, I was doing workouts outside of school, and so in gym class, it was more
social than anything, it wasn't about participating or being physically fit, it was more about
being part of the class and being interacting with my peers.
Allison’s reflection highlighted the tension between her roles in physical education and activity
outside of school, where she was viewed, both by herself and others, as an athlete. According to
Patty, identifying as an athlete took precedent over her participation in physical education, noting

I was so involved with goalball, I didn’t even really take P.E., They [school staff] worked

out a deal with my parents, and myself kind of saying, Okay, she is already training for

goalball and so we're not going to make her do any of the P.E. credit hours, as far as in
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school.

Patty explained her identity of being an athlete was more important to her then participating in
physical education. Allison’s and Patty’s experiences showed the role in which being an athlete
outside of school informed experiences in school-based physical education and suggested that
perhaps the values they associated with sport outside of school made experiencing poorly
designed physical education more acceptable. Perhaps Sam summarized this tension in the most
direct and simple way, stating “I would say it didn’t, as an athlete, I didn’t like P.E.” Similar to
research examining physical education experiences among male athletes with visual impairments
(Haegele et al, 2017), the participants attributed most of their development into athletes to their
involvement in outside physical activity opportunities, limiting their desire or care for physical
education.

‘If You Enjoy This, We Will Drive You’

The first theme depicts the negative experiences the participants in this study encountered
during physical education, and a lack of care about those negative experiences due to the
participants’ engagement in physical activity opportunities elsewhere. The second theme, which
had a clear interrelationship with the first theme, discussed the important role that the participant’s
families played in facilitating their participation in outside of school activities along with how
meaningful these outside of school activities were to the participants and how they jump started
their athletic identities. Highlighting the importance of family support, Sam recalled the
commitment her family made to her athletic pursuits, stating that “we were all prepared, we were
committed together to making the trip to the mountain [to ski].” According to the participants, the
support they received from their family transcended just sport, and influenced the way they viewed

themselves in the world. For example, Barb stated that “I didn’t grow up feeling like I had a
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disability”. Barb continued by admitting that her parents and family are the reason she has exceled
in sports and physical activities, and that she believes that they are the reason for where she is now
and she wouldn’t have gone as far if it wasn’t for them.

If I didn't grow up in the family in the environment that I did, I think it would have left me

being like, ‘I don't know how to do sports, I'm not good at sports, I hate sports’, but because

I had so many outside influences it overcame that, but if purely my P.E. experiences in

school was what was going to shape me, I would have really very limited physical activity

or sports in today. It's interesting because I came from a pretty athletic family and I have
some vision. My experience is definitely different than some people who have less vision,
and didn't grow up in an athletic environment.

The critical role that their families played in encouraging physical activity was evident
across participants when they described the experiences they had outside of school. For example,
after Patty discovered goalball at the sport education camp, she recalled their response, “My
parents said, ‘Okay, if you enjoy this, we will drive you an hour to practice every weekend.’”
The primary forum for physical activity that the participants reflected about were short-term
sport education camps. Short-term sports education camps have been implemented nationwide in
the United States and have become advocacy networks to facilitate physical fitness and self-
advocacy through basic body mechanics and development of athletic skills (Ponchillia,
Armbruster, & Wiebold, 2005). According to Patty, she found her main sport of goalball by
attending these specific camps outside of school.

A little bit later there was an adapted sport education camp in Georgia, it was just a camp

for people who are visually impaired. During this camp, they taught you all about adapted

sports, any of the Paralympic sports that were going on in Athens at the time because the
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camp was in 2005, and so I kind of learned about goalball there, and I learned it from
different Paralympic athletes, so people who, had competed in the games under Team USA,
they had their medals, they shared their stories and it was just kind of really inspiring just
to hear their stories and say, like they’re blind and they can do it too. And so, at that camp
I was like, Wow, there's all these things that I can do and I love all these sports that they
tried and it kind of gave me an opportunity to say, ‘You know what, I can't say that I can't
do something anymore because they showed, yeah, had to adapt soccer or how to adapt
swimming or any of the sports where you feel like your visual impairment, gives you a
disadvantage.” So I kind of came out of that camp and I learned about goalball. The camp
was really helpful.

Like Patty, Sam and Barb attended similar camps. Sam noted that “I think my competitive drive

started a sports camp”, and Barb recalled that “I went to a sports camp for the first time and I was

14, and I came home and I was telling my parents, ‘I tried the sport. it’s called goalball, I love it,
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it's great.”” The meaning these participants ascribed to these sports camps was more broad than
enhancing their athletic identity. For example, Barb continued to be actively involved in these
sports camps as a volunteer, teaching young athletes today, because of the influence that these
types of programs had on her as a youth. These findings were consistent with previous research
which indicated approximately 42% of students with visual impairments had no to very limited
access to physical education and athletic opportunities as youth (Ponchillia et al., 2005) suggesting
short-term sport education camps were their mains source of activity and exposure to sport.
Limitations and Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to implement an intersectional approach and gain insight

into the reflection about lived experiences of female athletes with visual impairments during
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school physical education and sport. There were two main limitations in this study. First, the
retrospective nature of the study may limit the participant’s ability to recall detailed
particularities of their experiences associated with some questions. Second, utilizing phone
interviews may dilute the intimacy of the interview along with the ability of the interviewer to
observe body language or facial expressions.

Using an IPA approach, two themes emerged from this study. The first theme, physical
education was ‘just a credit’ showcased negative aspects associated with the participants’
physical education experiences, and the role that student-teacher relationships played in shaping
those experiences. The second theme, ‘if you enjoy this, we will drive you’, depicted the
profound meaning that activities outside of physical education had for participants, and the role
that families played in facilitating these experiences. This study took an explicitly intersectional
approach, to attempt to understand how identifying as a female, an athlete, and an individual
with a visual impairment influenced their experiences in physical education and sport.
Interestingly, clear depictions of how having a visual impairment and being an athlete influenced
physical education and sport activities were present and consistent with the extant literature
(Haegele & Zhu, 2017; Haegele et al., 2017), For example, participants recalled similar
experiences of marginalization, such as feelings about receiving a lack of support from teachers
(Haegele, 2019), ubiquitous to research in this area of inquiry related to visual impairment
identities. Interestingly though, few reflections described by the participants centered on the
influence of identifying as a female in physical education, and notes about gendered inequities in
physical education (Brown & Evans, 2004) were largely absent. This finding may suggest that
identities associated with disability and athletic identity may have superseded those associated

with gender, acting as a more powerful influence on their reflections on physical education.
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Future research should continue to examine the influence of various identities on experiences in
physical education, to help identify how best to provide meaningful experiences for people who

may be otherwise marginalized in this educational context.
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CHAPTER V: SUMMARY

The purpose of this study was to take an intersectional approach to understand how
identifying as an individual with a visual impairment, a female, and an athlete intersected to
influence physical education and sport experiences. In previous years, the perspective of those
with disabilities about their personal experiences in physical education has become vital to this
area of research (Byrnes & Rickards, 2011), and has provided them with a voice to express their
thoughts, feelings, and frustrations about their personal experiences in physical education classes
(Spencer-Cavaliere & Watkins, 2010). It is understood that females and those with disabilities
experience hardships in physical education. However, little research has been conducted about
the obstacles athletes with a visual impairment face and how those obstacles intersect with
challenges related to identifying as a female, in a physical education or sport setting.

The target population for this study were female, current or previous elite level athletes
who have a visual impairment. The participants were interviewed over telephone/video calls
utilizing a semi-structured interview guide to gain insight into the obstacles they faced.

Two interrelated themes constructed from the data were, physical education was ‘just a credit’
and ‘If you enjoy this, we will drive you’.

The first theme, physical education was ‘just a credit’, was congruent with existing
research that noted, while positive experiences were available, negative physical education
experiences were more commonly described by individuals with disabilities, including those
with visual impairments, during physical education (Fitzgerald, 2005; Haegele & Zhu, 2017).
The power of teacher-student relationships and how they influenced the student’s attitudes and
opinions of physically education was strongly demonstrated throughout this theme (Haegele &

Buckley, 2019; Haegele & Sutherland, 2015; Haegele, Zhu & Davis, 2017) through negative
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experiences. For example, Barb expressed that “my teachers didn’t really strive to make sure I
did great or learned” and that “I ended up feeling so awkward and uncomfortable and I was
miserable because then I was watching everyone.” Interestingly, while prior research has
demonstrated that those with visual impairments who have poor physical education experiences
tend to disengage from physical activity outside of school (Yessick & Haegele, 2019), this action
was not the case for these participants. For example, Alison recalled that “Physical education
wasn't the only space where I could be active. And so, I guess in that sense, I was really lucky
because P.E. wasn't too influential, and so even in times when I was excluded from activities, it
didn't deter me from continuing to be athletic outside of school.” Rather, outside of school
activities appeared to supersede school-based physical education, and participants were not
discouraged in developing their identities as athletes because of these poor experiences.

The second theme, ‘If you enjoy this, we will drive you’, exposed the influential effects
short-term sport education camps and parental support had on the participants. The introduction
to adaptive sports occurred for most participates at these short-term sport education camps and
started their journey to the elite level. For example, Sam shared that “I think my competitive
drive started a sports camp”, and Barb recalled that “I went to a sports camp for the first time and
I was 14, and I came home and I was telling my parents, ‘I tried the sport. it’s called goalball, I
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love it, it's great.”” Similar to the positive impact of the camps, the constant support and
dedication the participants received from their parents contributed to their current status as elite
athletes. For example, after Patty discovered goalball at the sport education camp, she recalled
their response, “My parents said, ‘Okay, if you enjoy this, we will drive you an hour to practice
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every weekend.”” This theme further exemplified the importance of outside of school physical

activities, as well as the support of parents to facilitate those activities and to help develop
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athletic identities among those with visual impairments.
Limitations

There were two main limitations in this study. First, the retrospective nature of the study
may limit the participant’s ability to recall detailed particularities of their experiences associated
with some questions. Second, utilizing phone interviews may dilute the intimacy of the interview
along with the ability of the interviewer to observe body language or facial expressions.

Conclusions

Using an IPA approach, two themes emerged from this study. The first theme, physical
education was ‘just a credit’ showcased negative aspects associated with the participants’
physical education experiences, and the role that student-teacher relationships played in shaping
those experiences. The second theme, ‘if you enjoy this, we will drive you’, depicted the
profound meaning that activities outside of physical education had for participants, and the role
that families played in facilitating these experiences. This study took an explicitly intersectional
approach, to attempt to understand how identifying as a female, an athlete, and an individual
with a visual impairment influenced their experiences in physical education and sport.
Interestingly, clear depictions of how having a visual impairment and being an athlete influenced
physical education and sport activities were present and consistent with the extant literature
(Haegele & Zhu, 2017; Haegele et al., 2017), For example, participants recalled similar
experiences of marginalization, such as feelings about receiving a lack of support from teachers
(Haegele, 2019), ubiquitous to research in this area of inquiry related to visual impairment
identities. Interestingly though, few reflections described by the participants centered on the
influence of identifying as a female in physical education, and notes about gendered inequities in

physical education (Brown & Evans, 2004) were largely absent. These findings may suggest that
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identities associated with disability and athletic may have superseded those associated with
gender, acting as a more powerful influence on their reflections on physical education. Future
research should continue to examine the influence of various identities on experiences in
physical education, to help identify how best to provide meaningful experiences for people who

may be otherwise marginalized in this educational context.
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Appendix A
INTERVIEW GUIDE

Participant Interview Guide

Demographic Information
1. Age

2. VI level while in school
3. VI congenital or acquired?
4. Gender
5. Race/Ethnicity
6. Can you please describe your K-12 physical education placement?
a. Was it self-contained (e.g., adapted physical education classes)?
b. Was it inclusive (e.g., general physical education classes)?
c. Combination?
7. Can you describe other physical activities you took part in during K-12 (e.g., sports,
camps, extracurricular activities)?

Interview Questions
8. Can you describe what your experiences in K-12 physical education were like?

a. What was the essence of your K-12 physical education experiences?
b. How meaningful was your participation in physical education?
9. Do you believe having a visual impairment influenced how you experienced physical
education?
a. Can you describe how?
b. How did this make you feel at the time?
10. Can you describe what your experiences in sport/physical activity (other than PE) were

like?



11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

a. What sports were offered in your community?

b. Did you feel like there was enough opportunity for you to actively participate?
Do you feel having a visual impairment influenced your experience in sports/physical
activity?

a. Can you describe how?

b. At the time, how did this make you feel?
Do you believe being a female influenced how you experienced physical education?

a. Can you describe how?

b. How did this make you feel at the time?
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Did you notice different behaviors or attitudes among those who were not females when

participating in PE?

In general, do you feel like people who were females tended to participate in PE equally

to other kids?
What kind of expectations were set out for you in PE (e.g. achievement, participation,
fitness, etc.)? Were these expectations the same as other students?
a. Did it seem like expectations were different for males in the class?
What kind of activities did you engage in in PE? Were these the same activities as
everyone else?
a. Did it seem like these activities were different for your peers?
Did being an athlete impact/influence your physical education experience in any way?
a. Can you describe how?
b. Did is make you more confident during activities and want to participate?

Were the athletic females treated differently?



a.
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Did they actively want to participate just as male athletes?

19. Do you believe that having a visual impairment was or less impactful than being a female

on your physical education experiences? Or the opposite?

a.

How about being a female athlete?

20. Can you describe your experiences with your physical education teachers?

a.

.

Do you believe you had a meaningful relationship with your physical education
teacher?

Do you believe that your visual impairment influenced your relationship with
your physical education teacher?

Do you believe being a female influenced your relationship with your physical
education teacher?

Do you believe being an athlete influences your relationship with your physical
education teacher?

How did this relationship make you feel at the time?

21. Can you describe your experiences with your sport coaches?

a.

b.

d.

.

Do you believe you had a meaningful relationship with your coach?

Do you believe that your visual impairment influenced your relationship with
your coach?

Do you believe being a female influenced your relationship with your coach?

Do you believe being an athlete influences your relationship with your coach?

How did this relationship make you feel at the time?

22. Can you describe your experiences with your peers during physical education?



23.

24.

25.

26.

63

a. Do you believe you had a meaningful relationship with your peers in physical
education? Male peers? Female peers? Peers without disabilities? With
disabilities?

b. Do you believe your visual impairment influenced your relationship with your
peers during physical education?

c. Do you believe being a female influenced your relationship with your peers
during physical education?

d. Do you believe being an athlete influenced your relationship with your peers
during physical education?

e. How did this make you feel at the time?

Did you ever experience any sort of bullying or teasing?

a. Do you think this had to do with being a female athlete?

b. Do you think this had to do with having a visual impairment?

Did you experience any pressure from your physical education teacher to be good or bad
at activities?

a. Do you think this had to do with being a female athlete?

b. Do you think this had to do with having a visual impairment?

How have your K-12 physical education experiences influenced your understanding
about your capabilities?

Can you describe how your K-12 physical education experiences impacted your current
physical activity participation?

a. How do you feel about this?



27.

28.

29.

30.

31.
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b. What could have been different that could have had a better impact on your

current physical activity?

Do you remember a particularly meaningful experience you had while in physical

education or physical activity (describe)?

Do you remember a particularly challenging experience you had while in physical

education or physical activity (describe)?

Can you circle back, and talk about how visual impairment, and being a female

athlete influenced PE for you?

Is there anything else you would like to describe about being a female athlete in physical

education?

Is there anything else you would like to describe about having a visual impairment in

physical education?
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