Mariana Morari

Diaconia University of Applied Sciences
Degree Programme in Social Services
Option in Diaconal Social Work
Bachelor of Social Services

Thesis, 2019

AN EVALUATION OF STUDENT EXPERIENCE
OF JOINING AND PARTICIPATING IN STU-
DENT GROUPS IN JEDLICKA INSTITUTE AND

SCHOOL




ABSTRACT

Mariana Morari

An evaluation of student experience of joining and participating in student groups in
Jedlicka Institute and School

52 p., 2 appendixes

February 2019

Diaconia University of Applied Sciences

Bachelor’s Degree Programme in Social Services

Bachelor of Social Services

This study aimed to identify factors that affect a person with disabilities’ involvement in
groups. The study looked at the factors through the relationships in the group and the
limits and supporting mechanisms that relate to group involvement. The final product of
the research is the production of recommendations called for to improve students’ in-
volvement in groups. The functional concept of groups and the bio-psycho-social concept

of disability represent the theoretical approach.

The study follows a qualitative research methodology, primarily utilizing semi-structured
interviews. All interviews took place among high school students of the Jedli¢ka Institute

and Schools in autumn 2018.

The findings showed that as Jedli¢ka Institute and Schools’ students have different health
conditions, they also have different needs related to accessibility. On the Jedlicka Institute
and Schools territory, the environment together with personal assistants assures that the
students have opportunities to be involved in groups. It is not the same with the environ-
ment outside Jedlicka Institute and Schools. As the groups sometimes have presentations
and tournaments outside the institution, the group leaders have to deal with a lack of
accessibility in Prague. Part of the reality is that the group members are not involved

neither in the organisation of the group meetings or the theatre presentations.

Keywords: group involvement, wheelchair user, accessibility barriers, group support,

qualitative research
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1. INTRODUCTION

This research is relevant for the group leaders and other people engaged in after-school
groups in the Jedlicka Institute and Schools (hereafter JIS). Indeed, the study offers
the possibility to learn about the barriers the students experience concerning group
involvement. Moreover, it provides some data related to relationship experiences in
groups as well as how students see the support in the groups. The knowledge about the
barriers, the support and the relationships are relevant as it offers a view on how the
group's function and what obstacles the students might meet in them. The groups are

part of the JIS services, and this research can help see possible ways to improve them.

As | was previously doing my placement in JIS, | started to be curious regarding how
the after-school groups support student involvement. | was also interested to see if all
the members can be involved in groups and have the same possibilities to be involved
in groups. As the students have different needs related to their disability, | wanted to
see how different needs shape the group context. | previously worked in the disability
field in Moldova. Researching the theme in the Czech Republic offered me the possi-
bility to learn about the experiences of people in the Czech context. I previously stud-
ied some factors related to Czech social and school systems concerning disability dur-
ing my placement period. Even so, this study was a possibility to learn about the per-
sonal view of the students. It gave the chance to hear their opinions which builds my
understanding of the disability context in the country in a new way.

As a person with a disability and wheelchair user who studies social work, | was mo-
tivated to research students’ barriers related to group involvement as well as the sup-
port available. Designing the study, I wanted to go beyond the static view of disability.
| started by explaining how the disability concept developed and chose as a defining

perspective the bio-psycho-social concept. Indeed, this concept is dynamic and shows
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the elements from which the understanding of disability is built and acknowledge the
role of the environment including social and personal factors besides the health condi-
tion. This concept offered a premise to understand the disability-related terms as needs
and barriers experienced by the students with disabilities.

I have based the research on the functional perspective on groups. The chosen perspec-
tive is preoccupied with how to make the groups more effective in performing (Hol-
lingshead & Poole 2005). It includes analysis of the performance of the group and
coming up with strategies to improve it. The study consists of experience in groups
that have specific common goals, and the study aims to formulate recommendations
to enhance involvement in the groups. The functional perspective fits best in this re-
search as it offers a guide into understanding the importance of relationships in the
group as well as involving members in decision making and how this can increase

involvement in groups as well as its effectiveness.
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2.LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Disability context

In this part of the literature review, | plan to analyse different resources which can help
connect disability and need in social interactions. | approach this task by reviewing
different concepts of disability. To conceptualize disability, | refer to the World Health
Organization (2011) which has developed a comprehensive report, called the World
Report on Disability. The report defines disability as the result of the interaction be-
tween the health condition, the persons’ psychological factors and the environmental
barriers that hinder being fully and effectively involved in society on an equal basis
with others. In this way, the report seeks to review the obstacles which hinder the social
participation of the persons with disabilities in their day to day life. This in turn, helps
understand the connection between disability and involving persons with disabilities

in social and group activities.

The World Health Organization (2011) argues that disability is a human dynamic and
complex condition. What is more, the report suggests that almost everyone will expe-
rience some degree of impairment, temporarily or permanently during their lifetime.
According to this report, there are three main models of disability: medical, social and

bio-psycho-social concepts.

Many disability scholars describe the social and medical concepts of disability.
Thomas & Woods explain the medical approach to disability. According to Thomas &
Woods (2003), in the medical approach, the person has a dysfunction which is a per-
sonal responsibility - “a personal tragedy”. In contrast to this, the social model changes
the source of difficulty from the person to the environment. To explain the social

model, | reviewed Oliver. Oliver (1996) suggests that society disables the person,
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sustains and creates barriers to social interactions. Another resource | reviewed was
the article “Disability Models Affect Disability Policy Support through Awareness of
Structural Discrimination”, written by Dirth & Branscombe (2017). In the article is
explained the social approach on the example of a wheelchair user. The authors argue
that the person will be considered being disabled not by diagnosis, but by the inacces-
sibility of built environments. In result, it is the stairs that make the person disabled.
The responsibility for changing the situation falls on society. (Dirth & Branscombe
2017) The medical and the social models have two opposite view on disability. The
medical approach searches the problem in the person and tries to “heal” or “rehabili-
tate” the person. On the contrary, the social approach tries to push the society to assure
equal opportunities for every person. Shakespeare (2006), cited in the World Health
Organization (2011), suggests that a balanced approach is needed, giving appropriate

weight to the different aspects of disability.

In this research, we will follow the third model — the bio-psycho-social concept. The
World Health Organization (2011) describes it as a dynamic interaction between a
person’s health conditions and both environmental and personal factors. This concept
is more holistic as it gives a balanced approach to different aspects of disability. The
idea suggests three realities compose disability. It includes the environmental context
(social reality), the health condition (biological reality) and personal factors (psycho-
logical reality). These three aspects in different combinations affect a person’s ability
to be involved in social activities (World Health Organization 2011, Johnson —
Migalski & Drout 2018).

The article “Using the International Classification of Functioning, Disability, and
Health in Adlerian Approaches” written by Johnson — Migalski & Drout (2018) in-
cludes a holistic view of the subject. This article investigates the body’ functions and
structure as well as personal and environmental factors and their effects on a person’s
activities and participation. Besides, this article explains how the social, the biological
and the psychological realities are connected.

The first term is the biological reality also known as health condition. According
to Johnson — Migalski & Drout (2018), this term relates to body and mind functionality
and structure. The second term is the psychological reality also called personal
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factors. The World Health Organization (2011) describes this term as formed from
motivation and self-esteem that influence how much the person will be involved in

activities.

health
condition

personal
environmenta factors

| factors (psychological
body (social EUY)!

raalit\

functionality
and structure

group
involvement

FIGURE 1. The representation of the connection between the disability elements and group involvement

The last term is the social reality or environmental factor and it represents the world
in which the person lives. Peterson (2005) cited in Johnson — Migalski & Drout (2018)
explains that social reality affects a person’s ability to be involved and participate in
social life. Moreover, by creating opportunities for the person to be involved in social
activities, we decrease the level of the disability. Therefore, disability implies fewer
opportunities to be involved. The World Health Organization (2011) explains that en-
vironmental factors include access to buildings or public transportation as well as ac-
cess to assistive products and technology like wheelchairs and white canes. Further-
more, the report suggests that without these two elements the person will participate
less in social life and education as he/she will not be able to walk, use public transport

or even read.

In the same way, a social network can create disabling conditions for the person or
form more opportunities for being involved which can facilitate and decrease disability
at an individual level (Johnson — Migalski & Drout 2018, World Health Organization
2011). For example, a person who knows his/her strengths and weaknesses might man-
age more easily to find a job as he/she knows personal boundaries and possibilities and

can speak about it at the interviews. The social skills obtained can also help a person
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to find new friends and re-adapt after the person ends the school and starts the life of
a mature person. The bio-psycho-social perspective connects disability and involve-
ment in the group. In other words, being more disabled means less participation — less
possibility to be involved.

In this part of the review, the disability concepts were described and especially the one
which will be used for this study. The bio-psycho-social approach is a connection of
three elements, the health condition, the personal factors and the social reality. Review
of this concept showed that socialization and experience gained in groups might de-

crease some of the limits the person has to face.

Through group experiences a person can be helped to learn about collaboration and
their own strengths and weaknesses. Also, a group can be the place where a person has
an accessible and friendly environment. Besides, the other members of the group might
meet the same problems related to their social involvement and difficult environments.
Consequently, the members can share their ideas and even create actions to change

environments into accessible places.

2.2 The Jedli¢ka Institute and Schools context

To connect the conceptual paragraph with the practical background I reviewed the in-
formation presented in the JIS leaflet (n.d.). According to it, the institution is a high-
quality and accessible school, which has as its mission preparing children and young-
sters with physical disabilities for their integration into life. The school offers different
free time activities including students’ groups. Existing groups include singing group,
theatre, Tap Tap —music group, a support group on Mondays and bocca (sports) group.
These groups offer the students the possibility to develop social skills, develop per-
sonal abilities and learn new skills. Following Johnson — Migalski & Drout (2018)
being a member of a group is part of the individual level of the social reality. Being a
member of such groups can help decrease the level of the disability following bio-

psycho-social concept. In the research, will be studied two elements mentioned here:
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the support a person receives or offers as well as the barriers to involvement the person

might meet.

2.3 Perspectives on small groups

In this part of the literature review, the ideas that explain groups and experience in
them will be described. | followed Hollingshead & Poole (2005), “Theories of Small
Groups: Interdisciplinary Perspectives”, as the authors explain the group concept by
dividing the group theories into several categories. There are diverse types of groups.
Depending on the group type the person’s experience will be different. Hollingshead
& Poole (2005) collected theories on group functioning and typology. One of the con-

cepts they describe is the functional perspective.
2.3.1 The functional perspective and experience

In the context of this research, | consider viewing the groups from a functional per-
spective explained by Hollingshead & Poole (2005). This perspective describes and
predicts “group performance and focuses on the functions of inputs and processes”
(Hollingshead & Poole 2005, 24). It has several core assumptions, including (1) the
groups are goal oriented, group-oriented or task; (2) the quality of the group behaviour
and performance varies, and a researcher can evaluate it; (3) interaction processes can
be regulated; (4) internal and external factors influence groups performance and be-

haviour.

Wittenbaum et al. (2004) define the functional approach in the article “The Functional
Perspective as a Lens for Understanding Groups”. The authors present the theoretical
assumptions and review theories that fit into the functional perspective. Wittenbaum
et al. argue that the functional approach is a normative perspective to understanding
and predicting group performance. Therefore, this approach describes group effective-
ness and studies why some groups are thriving, and others are not. It studies the con-
flicts that might appear in groups and conflict management. It allows connecting group

effectiveness and performance with relationships in the group and members’
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involvement. Moreover, the functional perspective includes studying group decision
making which is part of the student’s participation in the groups. According to Hol-
lingshead & Poole (2005) citing Janis & Mann (1977), Hackman & Morris (1875),
McGrath (1984) and Hirokawa (1982), the quality of group decision making depends

on the quality of interactions and communication.

The person’s experience researched according to this perspective might relate to expe-
riencing working together for a common task or goal; discussing and taking decisions
together; sharing information and time; developing relations with different members
including the leader; accepting someone’s view; argument a personal opinion and
other. Furthermore, the functional concept can apply to many types of groups, with the
requirement that the group has a goal or task. Hollingshead & Poole (2005) argue the
functional perspective helps judge about the quality of the group processes and con-

siders coming with strategies for improvement.

The functional concept considers evaluating how efficient a group is, as well as how
productive it is. The efficiency of a group increases when the members of the group
are involved in group processes and participate in decision making. By giving oppor-
tunities to the group members to engage and by supporting the development of rela-
tionships in the group, the leaders assure more involvement in working for the common

goal as well as more interest for the group.

2.4 Group experience

In this part of the literature review, we will see what experiences can be expected in
student groups if we review them from the functional standpoint. Sahin et al. (2014)
wrote an article related to research that focuses on after-school activities. The groups,
according to the authors, developed as functional groups and were analysed based on
the same approach. Regardless of the group in which the school students participated,
the students reported experience in learning about their own and their colleagues’
strengths and weaknesses. The students also explained they feel comfortable in after-

school groups because of having a common group task. Besides, the students
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experienced joyfulness, motivation and commitment as well as trusting the group and

collaboration. The research pointed out many positive outcomes related to joining a

group.

Kalyva & Agaliotis (2009) wrote a subchapter in the “Handbook of Social Interactions
in the 21st Century”. The subchapter connects social skills with social inclusion. In the
handbook, the authors argue that students with disabilities often meet difficulties in
acquiring and using the necessary social skills to sustain positive personal interactions.
Such skills according to the authors ensure better participation in society and a better

social inclusion.

“Increasing Student Participation and Productivity in Small — Group Activities in Psy-
chology Classes”, written by Meyers (1997) focuses on researching how to increase
individual student involvement in small — group activities. The author explains that
relationships in the group shape student group experience. Besides, the author argues
that the student will act in the group following his/her reason to be in the group. An-
other important experience according to Meyers is to see if the student believes his/her
contribution is important. The students who see their contribution is dispensable are
more likely to “free ride” (Kerr & Bruun 1983 cited in Meyers 1997). Moreover, if the
student feels his/her work is unnecessary and does not have fundamental importance
for the shared task, the student is more likely not to participate or put in less effort.
(Meyers 1997)

Stainton Rogers (2011) also described the “free riding” phenomenon. The author calls
it social loafing and explains it as the tendency to expend less effort on a task if the
person does the activity together with other people. Latane et al. (1979) cited in Stain-
ton Rogers, found that when people are asked to shout together as loud as they can,
each person tends to reduce the noise he/she makes by 29 to 60 per cent, depending on
the number of people that are involved. On the other hand, Stainton Rogers argues that
the reduction in effort is observed mostly when the task is trivial and meaningless.
Moreover, the author finds that when the goal is essential, and the members of the

group have a personal stake in the outcome, there is much less drop-off.
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Furthermore, Meyers (1997) explains the perception the person has about the group
influences task performance. In the same way, the attitude towards other members of
the group affects the process. In fact, in a case the members do not trust each other,
Meyers explains that they will tend to withdraw from the group out of a fear that others
will use them. It also correlates with group members’ interactions after the meetings.
If the students from the group also communicate in the free time, this might be a reason

to come to the group meetings and be involved.

Sharan & Sharan (1976) cited in Meyers (1997) argue about the importance to have
the leadership established and rotated in the group among students. The students can
be motivated to participate more by giving specific responsibilities to the group mem-
bers and engaging them into the process. Moreover, Beresford (2003) explains that as
the people with disabilities know their needs best and have direct experience, by bring-
ing them in leading positions the leader assures that decisions which are made are most
appropriate for the situation. As all the members in the groups are people with disabil-
ities, by assuring their involvement in decision making and in organizational respon-
sibilities, the leader can help the groups to function following the needs of people with
disabilities (Beresford 2003). Additionally, this will ensure that the students have ex-
perience with leadership as well as with organizing roles in a group. It might help them

to more easily take such positions in society.

Student groups are helpful as they might form an environment where the person can
experience collaboration, dealing with different group members but also learning
about personal skills and limits, learning about a colleague’s strengths and weaknesses.
It can offer positive experiences as well as being a place where the person will learn
to deal with colleagues who are free riders. Furthermore, these groups are environ-
ments where the person can experience different relationships and form communica-
tion skills which might be useful in life after ending the school. Moreover, the groups
are places where is a good environment to learn to discuss and develop decisions to-

gether.

Disability gives additional importance to the possibility to have group experience in
school. By experiencing such things as joyfulness, motivation and commitment as well

as trusting the group and collaboration, the person is more likely to engage in activities
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later. The positive group experiences help the person be involved and participate more
in social interactions which according to the bio-psycho-social concept (World Health
Organization 2011) decreases the limits the person can meet in society due to disabil-
ity. Moreover, persons with disabilities frequently have a lack of social skills (Kalyva
& Agaliotis 2009) and need environments where they can form and practice such
skills. The groups are possible places for exercising social skills, which also helps de-
velop the personal factors of the person. According to the JIS (n.d.), the Institute has
the mission to prepare the students for integration into life. Developing and practicing
social skills in the group can help the person to more natural be included in the society

after he/she ends the school.

2.5 Conclusion

There are many approaches to understanding groups. Depending on the approach,
there can be different experiences a group member might have. Studying the ap-
proaches as well as the experiences help conceptualize the information related in the
data analysis part of the thesis. The approach we use is the functional concept. This
concept relates a lot to the experiences in the groups that have a common goal and
have effectiveness as important task. Through choosing this concept we focus on the
possibility of evaluating group effectiveness and seeing the group processes as sup-
porting effectiveness. Moreover, we can recommend changes for the groups and base

them on their role in achieving the groups’ goals.

In this research we also have to address the fact that involvement in a group depends
on being involved in the group, in this case, also depends on the disability-related fac-
tors. As all the members have different types of disability, they also have different
needs related to it. The needs shape the level of being involved in group activities and
society as such. The bio-psycho-social concept (World Health Organization 2011) ho-
listically reviews the disability by examining three significant factors which are part
of it. The disability-related needs include health condition, psychological dynamics or
environment (social reality). The health condition represents the medical elements like

not being able to walk or need in assistance when writing. The environment context is
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the society which includes accessibility, attitudes as well as the system with policies
and laws. Accordingly, the environment is mostly unprepared or has flaws in being
prepared for people with disabilities. It frequently does not answer to people with dis-
abilities’ needs. The psychological needs connect to the group context, as they cover
the demand in forming relationships, the need for learning social skills, learning lead-
ership skills and organizational skills. Indeed, these needs connect with better inclu-
sion into society, and some of them can be practiced inside the group context (Kalyva
& Agaliotis 2009, Sahin et al. 2014). Moreover, the students might have the possibility
to practice being a leader which will help them speak easier about their needs in the
group (Beresford 2003).
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

3.1 The aim of the research

The study aims to analyse the factors that affect the choices of students to join and
participate in a group. By examining the group experiences which students relate, the
goal is to identify the certain elements which mostly influence students’ involvement

in the group. The results will help see the barriers the students meet.

The study looked at the students’ group experiences through the limits they meet, the
reasons to join the group, the existing supporting mechanisms and through relation-

ships in the group.

Besides, the group experience and limits also divided according to its origin. The
origin could be the health condition, environment or personal factors. Accordingly,
this division of elements according to their source was adapted from the concepts of
disability and especially the bio-psycho-social concept (World Health Organization
2011), as explained in the disability conceptualization part.

3.2 Overview of research design

The approach used for this research is qualitative. The reason | chose this approach is
the fact that the frame of this study was to explore the experience of the students in the
group and it relates how people see and deal with groups. Flick (2009) explains that
the qualitative research does not test what is already known (f. ex. theories already
formulated in advance) but has the goal to discover and develop new ideas.
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Flick (2009) argues that when dealing with complex knowledge, is best to use qualita-
tive research methods because here the object under study determines what method
will be chosen and not the other way around. The participants are not reduced to simple
variables as usually it happens in quantitative research but are represented entirely in

their everyday context.

The purpose of this research was not to arrive at generalized results, from a vast num-
ber of people, but to study the experience of a small group of persons and understand

it through the eyes of a specific sample.

Personal experience is a multilateral subject and studying it requires discussions with
the person. Silverman (2013) argues that research with no personal stories in it, risks
being empty and unhelpful. An excellent tool to register the student’ own experience
is the semi-structured interview. Moreover, Silverman (2013) explains that semi-struc-
tured interviews are appropriate as they offer flexibility in using questions which can

help dig more in personal opinions, attitudes and experience.

The participants at this research are students with disabilities from JIS’ high school.
Five high school students were selected to participate in the interviews. This number
of participants was chosen firstly, as there are only four classes formed. | interviewed
five students, and there are around 20 to 25 youngsters altogether in the high school in
JIS this year. Also, Carey (2012) suggests that four people should be enough for qual-
itative research to cover the case of an institution or organization as it is more important
to concentrate on these people and research deeply the subject. The final product are
recommendations that are formed from the research in order to support students’ in-

volvement in groups.

My purpose was to collect data to answer the research questions as well as to explain
the main topics of interest: experience and barriers to joining a group — the questions
developed from possible experience and obstacles found in the literature review. Dur-
ing the interview, | used the items from the interview paper selectively. | had the paper
in front of me as a guide. | used questions that are not in the interview to be able to
open more the themes. | did not take notes during the discussion so as to not intimidate

the person and keep eye contact as in an informal discussion. | also kept silence when
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the person stayed in silence. It helped by giving space to the person to express them-

selves.

3.3 Research ethics

To conduct the research, | applied for a permit from the JIS board. The institution
permitted me to do the study and signed an agreement with me.

The research confidentiality relates to the process of data collecting. Before starting
any of the planned interviews, | ensured an explanation to the person concerning the
research purpose, as well as my role and relation to the research. As recommended by
Tinson (2009) I considered myself responsible for informing the person which institu-
tion I represent, what | collect data for as well as who will have access to data. | also
explained how approximately how long the conversations could be and that the inter-
views are anonymous. Dixon (2015) recommends using informed consent which in-
cludes informing all the participants at the interview about the nature of the study and
reasons for it. | ensured that the participants agreed voluntarily and were not under
pressure. Every participant in the discussion signed a paper acknowledging that |
would use the data collected for the research purpose. Dixon (2015) also remarks that
the researcher should inform the participants that they can withdraw from the interview
at any time with no repercussion. | told every participant about this before starting each

of the interviews.

I disguised the names of those who participated in the interviews. As recommended
by Heaton (2010) I assured confidentiality by de-identifying the data which was used
in the research in order to protect the person who gave the interview. After the inves-
tigation was completed the findings were presented to the participants in the study in
a group discussion. Due to this, | considered it especially important to assure confi-
dentiality concerning colleagues, JIS’ staff and workers. Tinson (2009) suggests using
the context of the quotes appropriately so nobody could identify the person. In the
context of this research, | translated the quotes from Czech, and the background was

kept only as needed to confirm the ideas.
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As specified by Heaton (2010), the raw data is typically confidential to people who are
involved in its collection or processing. As | am the only person involved, apart from
the person from whom I took the interview, | did not share the raw data with anybody.
| deleted the raw data after I completed writing the research. The raw data for this
research included audio-recording and transcripts that were only used by me,andl de-
stroyed them when the research process complete. The interview questions were

formed according to the themes, and this directed the interview process (Appendix 1).

3.4 Research data collection

One of the classes that participated in the research is the class where | previously had
my placement. We knew each other before the research process, and | have friendly
relationships with many of them. Also, | knew some of the other students because we
met previously, when | was doing my placement. The five interviewees in the study
have their names changed to a letter and a number: W1; W2; W3; W4; W5 (W meaning
a student in the high school in the JIS).

To select the people for interviews, | presented the thesis idea and a short description
of the interviewing process in each of the four classes of the high school in JIS. In two
of these classes, a teacher made a brief presentation for me beforehand, and I continued
after her. The persons who participated in the interviews were those who expressed the
interest voluntarily in joining. Three of the meetings took place in the teachers’ room
after lessons. Also, one of the interviews took place in the room where the participant
lives and one took place in the classroom after the students left. Only at one interview
second person was present, the student’s mother who also assisted the person. In all
the other cases, only two people were in the room, me and the interviewed person.
Usually, we would have a coffee and sometimes cookies that | would bring with me.
The interviews were one to two hours long, and all of the students agreed to the re-
cording them. I did not use notes during the interviews. Before starting every one of
the interviews, | legitimized myself. After the interviews, | made transcripts of every
record and kept them confidential until I finished writing the research findings. The

interviews took place in Czech as all of the students are Czech’ speakers. | translated
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the prepared questions in Czech and had both, English and Czech versions with me.
The transcript was in Czech and after being translated by me into English. The quotes

used in the research text are a translation from Czech.
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4. RESEARCH PROCESS

4.1 The summary of the data collection

From the five interviewed students four decided to speak about the theatre group, and
one chose to talk about the bocca sports group. Both of the groups presented here,
work to complete a task. The way they work follows the functional perspective de-
scribed by Hollingshead & Poole (2005). Therefore, the groups are interested in having
high effectiveness in performing and in goal achievement. The experience in such
groups might relate to developing relationships with the members and with the leader;
accepting someone’s view as well as discussing and taking decisions together. Witten-
baum et al. (2004) explains this concept as the normative perspective to understanding
and predicting group performance. To obtain group effectiveness and to have better
results in goal achievement, it is essential to have high rates of students’ involvement.
On the other hand, to give students opportunities to be involved, it is necessary to
understand the limitations related to disability. We explained these limitations in the

disability context part.

The groups function in different ways. One of them - the theatre group is an after-
school activity for the students. It exists already for around three years. It works during
the year, for the period when the school operates. The group prepares one or two plays
per year. They develop a theatre play then present it in the school and sometimes the
group is invited to participate in theatre festivals in Prague. Many of these locations
are partly accessible or inaccessible. The theatre group this year has around 25 mem-
bers. Every September usually new people become students of the schools, and many
of them join the theatre group. Typically, the theatre group meets once a week, but in
the last weeks, before playing on the stage, the theatre group might meet twice a week.

The theatre group works by forming small groups of 4 to 5 people who train together.
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Every person has his/her role and has to work on it inside the small group. While a one

small group trains the others do some other task or relax.

The second group named during the interviews is the bocca group. Bocca is a sports
group which has around 15 members. The group meets twice a week. The members of
the group are students, ex-students and people from outside the school. There are tour-
naments once on a month where the members of the group participate. They prepare
for the competition during the month and the location of the tournament changes de-

pending on which school organizes them.

The two groups that students chose to speak about are both functional groups which
include having a group goal or task and work for it. All in all, the bocca group requires
much less responsibility from the members which is very helpful for those members
that have severe disabilities, with additional symptoms like tiredness. Moreover, if the
member feels tired suddenly, he/she can inform the group on the same day that he/she
will not visit it or just not come. The person can skip as many meetings as he/she needs

and after return whenever is possible.

4.2 Data analysis

The data gathered and analysed is presented in this chapter. The data represents the
experiences of the students and is divided into themes about the limiting and support-
ing factors as well as the experience related to group involvement. These factors are
important as they help to see what element is responsible for disabling the person as
well as what the group experiences of the members are. As a result, we can see possible
solutions which would create more opportunities for the students to be involved in

groups.
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4.2.1 Group relationships

The relationships inside the group have an essential role and shape very much the ex-
perience of the group members. In this part, I will review the experiences which were
described by the students through the relationships they have with group members and
with the leaders. Studying the relationships members develop between themselves and
with the leaders is part of the functional perspective on groups. Meyers (1997) explains
that the bonds are defining characteristics of the group. Having group experiences can
be very helpful for students with disabilities. According to Kalyva & Agaliotis (2009),
people with disabilities frequently have a lack of social skills. The groups are possible
places for practicing social skills, which also helps develop the personal factors of the

person.

The members said they support each other. Several students explained that if they need
help to go to the group meeting, one of the groups’ members would always help. For
the theatre and bocca group’ members the relationships with other members are very
important. The person who does bocca explained that he/she keeps the contact with
the members also in the summer period when the school is closed. Several students
explained that they attend the group as they have friends in it or as they had friends in
the group before. Moreover, one of the members explains he/she feels demotivated to
participate further in group activities because many of his/her friends left the school.
Based on the findings results, many of the groups’ members choice to join a group as
they have friends in the groups, and they keep on developing friendships as the groups

are comfortable environment to do so.

| have friends there. Depends on the situation sometimes we meet after bocca.
Especially we meet with those who are also students here. We meet and talk.
Sometimes we meet after the lunch and talk. ... We communicate also during
the summer time, even JIS is closed. During summer we are all home in dif-
ferent Czech regions, so we call or write each other. We talk and ask how is
every of us, where we had the vacation and other things. (W5).
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If we have the training in the old building I go there on my own and always
somebody will help me — a colleague or a person going in that direction. I do

not need to think about this.

In the beginning | personally at the beginning I felt good because | had there
a lot of friends and we had good understanding between ourselves and now
as those people leave from here, go to other schools. ... it’s not the way it was
one or two years ago. Because we created relationships — friendship together,
our groups and now the people just left. (W3)

Another experience described by the students is having in the group members who are
less active, so-called “free riders”. Kerr & Bruun (1983) cited in Meyers (1997) explain
that having in the group “free riders” comes as a result of some people seeing their
activity in the group as unnecessary. As the members of the theatre group reported
having members who are less involved in group activities, this might show that some
members see their participation as meaningless and need to be involved more in group
activities that help understand the task of the group or in events where the members

discuss the group goal.

Many of the students explained that when working with a less active or unpleasant
member, will continue to work with the person. An element of this is developing the
ability to work with people that are unpleasant. Three of the interviewed students
explained they see working with unpleasant members as a challenge, as a possibility
for self-development. The students who are considered as less active did not participate

in this research and did not explain what is the reason they are seen as less active.

Some people whom are fine for me, but some people are unpleasant for me
because they have fun of the theatre activity. They are not responsible. [ don’t
like they do so because | work for it and some people just come and laugh,

make fun of it.

I work with the person as he is. Sometimes it is harder, but | work anyway.
... When | work with an unpleasant person/irresponsible person, | develop

my patience. (W4)

Diakonia-ammattikorkeakoulu



25

If maybe sometimes you do not like the person with whom youhave to work.
If it happens that | need to work with a person I do not like, I look at it as at a

challenge.

Some people are always tired members. (W1)

Another essential experience that the students told about is the possibility to learn
about their abilities and limits inside the groups. The students need to understand
personal limits as well as skills. Moreover, the students need to learn to speak about
individual needs and ask for assistance. Having this knowledge can help the person
talk about personal needs during searching for a new place to live or at the interview
for a job. In the group context, the students can improve their knowledge about
personal abilities and limits.Tolearn about their skills, they try to do things with
minimum support. This correlates with JIS objectives to educate students to be

asindependent as possible and to ask for assistance only when it is necessary (JIS n.d.).

As Kalyva & Agaliotis (2009) argue the people with disabilities have a lack in social
skills, the groups help the students form and practice such skills, which might be help-
ful in the period when the students will start life in society. The students said they have
the possibility to form new skills inside the groups. The students reported learnng to
work in a team, as well as, communication with other members, even with those who

are unpleasant.

| think before the person tries on himself, the person should not say | cannot
do it. I need help. I think it is better to try first do it on yourself and see if it
works or not, find out how well it works and only after asking for help. In the

group we can train it. In the group I learn what are my limits.

There are people who can just sit and if a person has a weak showing the
others will simple specify and talk in a friendly way. In the group we learn
about our strong and weak parts...It is a good place to learn work in a team.

Also, this is good for personal development. (W1)
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| learned in the group to be more flexible and adapt to the persons from the
group who are unpleasant to me. | learned to communicate and work with
them. (W4)

Stainton Rogers (2011) explains that the members who have individual roles related
to the common goal less experience disinterest for the goal and are more united. The
members of the theatre group reported that they consult each other. The members usu-
ally come with a critical eye, in a friendly way, to explain about failures and help
improve the role. Many of the students have a role in the play, which the person will
present on the stage. Therefore, these experiences give the group members possibility

to be involved with a personal input to the group goal.

I need to think or discuss with other members what else has to be done for the
play as the play is done not only with the leaders. | need to talk with the group

and with the leader and see the different elements of it. (W2)

If 1 want to change something in the theatre, | need to speak with the leader
of the theatre group. | also can discuss it with other group members so if we
come to a common idea, we can happen in a more significant number and this

will make our voice louder, so the chef will have to consider it.

| am glad we present our play in different places. | am glad what we worked

for has a final product. I am glad we didn’t waste the time. (W3)

The findings show that the relationships developed in the group keep the members
connected. The students have needs related to group involvement. These needs are
diverse depending on the disability type. Indeed, the group environment helps in cov-
ering some of them, including space to learn various social skills, including working

in a team and being flexible and work with unpleasant members.

Additionally, the students explained that they joined the groups or stay there due to
having good relationships inside. Hollingshead & Poole (2005) argue that better rela-
tionships are an essential factor that ensures better group performance and goal
achievement. This includes different elements of the personal experience in the group.
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The data analysis related to students experience inside the groups showed several re-
sults. Firstly, the data shows that as the members of the group experience support in
the group, this brings to better relationships which connect with group effectiveness.
Secondly, most of the students explained that when they interact with unpleasant mem-
bers or free riders, they see it as a possibility to develop personal skills and ability to
work in a group even in challenging situations. Nevertheless, none of the members
who is consider a “free rider” participate in the interviews. It is not known why some
students are considered to involve less or be “unpleasant”. The finding shows that not
all the members have strong relationships in the group. Some of the members have

stronger connection between themselves and some have not that good connections.

Another result relates to the connection between students experience and group in-
volvement, which the disability conceptualization part explains. The data showed that
students learn about personal skills and limits inside the group. Having the possibility
to consult each other about the roles in the play adds even more to understanding own
abilities and limits. Adding to person’s development relates to personal factors in the
bio-psycho-social context. Improving the personal factors decreases the boundaries
created by the health condition (World Health Organization 2011). Such change is
possible due to positive outcomes from interactions with the members. On the other
hand, the students also need to learn to speak about their needs and limits and even
speak about this with unknown people.

One student, who is member of the bocca group, reported strong bonds inside the group
and explained that the group members contact each other even when the school is
closed. According to the findings, the connection is supported by the members them-

selves and there is no special support coming from the group’ leaders related to this.

4.2.2 The role of the leader

In the theatre group, the leaders organize the group and are responsible for all the ele-
ments related to it. The leaders decide about the play, arrange the scene, choose and
share the roles, make the schedule for meetings and inform if it changes, discuss with
other schools and theatres if the play will be shown somewhere else, organize the

transportation as well as collaboration with other teachers if needed. The student can
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agree or not agree with the role. Therefore, the student is only responsible for learning
and training the character, then be in time at the meeting place and train with other
members at the meetings. The bocca meetings and tournaments are also fully arranged
by the trainers. The trainers will inform the students if anything changes. The students
on the other side, need to come to the meetings and be active there, and there is nothing

required after the sessions, besides preparing the role.

The leader shares the roles according to what people can or have abilities to
do. He prepares it in the way to make them suitable for the person, and the

person cannot protest it much. (W1)

The leader says who what will do in the play. My responsibility is to play my
role good and respect what we discussed to do. We can add something also
from ourselves to the play which is not something | am responsible for doing
but if I want and I can | do. (W2)

The theatre has two people who are responsible for organizing it. They inform
us if anything changes. (W3)

In bocca, | am responsible for practicing and be prepared for the tournament

at least in some way. In general, there is no high responsibility in bocca (W5).

As can be seen the leaders and trainers in the theatre and the bocca groups are respon-
sible for organizing the group meetings as well as the events where the group partici-
pate. The members are responsible only for the activities in the group, playing the role
and preparing for the tournaments. As soon as the member have left the place where
the group meets, the member is not involved in the group’s organization in any way.
The leaders on the other hand, have many responsibilities. As a result, the students
have a passive role regarding organizational processes.

Most of the staff members and those responsible for organizing the groups are not
people with disabilities. These responsibilities include communication with schools
and organizations outside JIS and discussing accessibility issues for events outside JIS.

As a result, the students not only do not see other students be responsible for
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organisation and logistics, but they also do not see persons with disabilities having

these roles.

4.2.3 Health condition and accessibility

All the JIS (n.d.) students are people with disabilities. The students who are members
of the groups have specific health condition (Johnson — Migalski & Drout 2018). In
consequence of having different health conditions, the students also have different
needs related to disability. Some of the students use manual wheelchairs, but many use
electric wheelchairs. As the theatre group goes for a presentation outside JIS, they meet
an unprepared environment, including the inaccessible stage. The students who use

manual wheelchairs still can be lifted if several people assist in this.

On the other hand, the electric wheelchairs are very heavy, and frequently the assis-
tants cannot lift them. One of the theatre group members explained that as he/she uses
an electric wheelchair, he/she agreed with his/her colleague, who has a manual wheel-
chair, that they would use it together. They arrived at the presentation place using one
wheelchair for two. In this case, people who use electric wheelchairs and cannot sit on
manual wheelchairs have additional barriers in participating in theatres outside of JIS

territory.

Last week we went to that theatre with our musical, the scene was not acces-
sible, and it is not possible to get to the podium with an electric wheelchair. |
do not have a mechanic wheelchair, so | sat on the lap of my colleague, and
he/she drove me there. So, we went like this to the school then to the bus and
went for the play. ... The leader still doesn’t know yet where to present the
play as we would need a theatre which would be fully accessible. (W1)

The environment in the bio-psycho-social concept (World Health Organization 2011)
represents everything that comes from ‘outside’. It includes accessibility, personal as-
sistants and other elements. In this part of the chapter,| will describe several factors
related to the environment. One of the barriers that appear when we speak about people
who are wheelchair users is the inaccessibility of buildings and transportation as well

as streets and pavements. This barrier mostly limits the people who are wheelchair
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users. As many of the students are wheelchair users, the entire JIS (n.d.) territory is
wheelchair accessible. The students who participated in the interviews explained they
could go to the group meetings on their own and without help. The situation can change
depending on the health condition and what wheelchair the person has. Some students
need assistance in driving the wheelchair. In other words, the buildings and the terri-
tory are accessible for wheelchair users, but if the person loses the ability to push the
wheels or use the controller, assistants help with this. The situation is also visible in
table 1.

Here in the area, everything is accessible (W1).

The way to the meeting place is accessible (W2).

| get to the place where we have theatre easily. ... the theatre group is on the

first floor. I only need to take the elevator, and | am there. (W3)

| go to the theatre group meetings always on my own.

If I need support during the theatre group meetings, then the assistants from

there help me. They are there during the group meetings. (W4)

| depend on assistant during the travel because if my hand freeze, | might lose
the control and | need an assistant to put my hand back to the control panel
and maybe drive the wheelchair for me because | might freeze and not be able

to drive.

| need assistance all the time, and | need help also to get to the group place.
A wheelchair user can get there on himself but not me as | need assistance. If

| go to see my friend, | need an assistant with me also. (W5)

Different health conditions affect how students are involved in groups, as is visible in
table 1. Some of the students need only an accessible environment, and some need
assistance for different activities. Also, the person’s health condition might make it
difficult to move her/him from the wheelchair which means that the person will stay

in the electric wheelchair most of the time.
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The students repeatedly reported that the environment inside JIS answers to the stu-
dent’s needs, related to accessibility. Even so, members of both groups mentioned that
they have activities out of the JIS territory. The problem is accessibility in the city and
in the building where they have the theatre plays. The students usually come to the
event venue by an accessible school bus. As a result, they do not meet accessibility-
related difficulties on the way. Otherwise, the students can plan and find a convenient

way on their own and with the help of the assistants if needed.

TABLE 1: Limits and supporting mechanisms that relate to group involvement

Equal opportunities to be involved in group activities

Limits the student meets related to group involvement | Factors that support in-

volvement in groups

Health condition Environment Environment

Depending on their health | Lack of accessibility in | Wheelchair accessible en-
conditions the students | the city theatres and other | vironment in JIS
will have different limits | buildings where the thea-

tre group could perform

Different needs related to | Selective opportunities to | Wheelchair accessible
accessibility and assis- | be involved in activities | transportation

tance outside JIS
Personal assistants

Two of the essential environmental elements are accessibility and assistance. Even
though the students report that they have easy access to group meeting places inside
JIS, the accessibility in the city remains problematic. The groups use wheelchair ac-
cessible transportation to get to the meeting places, but it remains a problem to access
the buildings themselves. Mainly it is hard for the students who use electric wheel-
chairs as these wheelchairs are more massive,and some students might not be able to
change wheelchairs due to health conditions. Resulting from this, the groups meet lim-

its in organising activities outside JIS.
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To sum up, we can conclude that there is a lack of accessibility outside JIS. Even
though students who use manual wheelchairs still can be lifted by assistants, the stu-
dents who use an electric wheelchair cannot. The Table 1 presented above, summarizes
the barriers and the supporting mechanisms that are related to group involvement and
which are developed from the bio-psycho-social perspective explored in the part of the

literature review about conceptualization of disability.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

The study aimed to describe the factors that affect the choices of students to join and
participate in a group. The methods used to collect and analyse data assure the relia-
bility of the research. For collecting data method of semi-structured interviews was
used, and the process of analysis incorporated interview quotes. In this way, if another
researcher approaches the students, he/she should have the same results, if he/she will
interview the students in the same period and the same conditions. To check the anal-
ysis and gain further insights, | presented the findings to the students who participated

in the research. The students had the opportunity to come with their feedback.

Following the aim, the research looked in students’ limits, support and relationships in
the group as defining the experience of the student. Therefore, it was important to
identify the elements and barriers which mostly influence students’ involvement in the
group and formulate recommendations to increase opportunities for students’ involve-
ment in the group. Consequently, the data analysis has several parts, including the
review of the relationships in the group, the role of the leader, the health condition of
the participant and accessibility. The themes on health condition and accessibility are
related to limits and support that the student can have when the role of the leader is

part of relationships in the group.

The students that participated in this research are all people with disabilities who study
in JIS — a school for people with disabilities. The research includes the disability —
related factors in the group context. The significant results relate to the study themes
as they are presented in the data analysis chapter. The data about relationships between
members showed there is free riding present in the theatre group. The students also
report having unpleasant and irresponsible people in the group. One of the results of

this research shows that having some less responsible members in the group led to
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members seeing this as an opportunity for personal development. The students ex-
plained that the less accountable or unpleasant members who, are a challenge to be
overcome, help them learn how to deal with difficult people. Nevertheless, none of the
members who are seen as free riders, unpleasant or irresponsible in the group, partici-
pate in the interview. In result, it is not proved that there would be such people in the
group. The finding shows that some people in the group do not like each other and

there are problems related to relationships between certain people.

Another finding shows that the members of the theatre group are used to offering sup-
port to each other and in addition, some members reported having friends in the groups.
The member of the bocca group explained that there is strong connection between the
members. They are used to communicate even when the school is closed and try to
organize meetings during the summer time. This increases the quality of the relation-
ships and group effectiveness. Having a high involvement in group activities also adds
to group efficiency (Meyers 1997). As all of the members have different types of dis-
ability, they also have different needs related to it. The needs dictate the level of being

involved in group activities and society as such.

The results show that the students learn about personal skills and limits inside both
groups. The theatre group gives the possibility to the students to discuss each other’s
performance and come with recommendations. Therefore, this adds to learning about
individual abilities and limits, as well as, learn speak about them. Additionally, the
members reported they learn working in a team, learn communication with other mem-
bers, including with those who are unpleasant. This relates to personal factors in the
bio-psycho-social concept as described in disability conceptualization part of the liter-
ature review. Developing personal skills and attitudes gives more opportunities for
being involved in group activities as well as in diverse activities in society (World
Health Organisation 2011).

Many of the findings relate to the environment. Even though the school and group
environments are accessible for people with disabilities, it is not the same with the
environment outside JIS. As the groups are used to having presentations and tourna-
ments outside the institution, the group leaders have to deal with the lack of accessi-

bility in Prague. The World Health Organization (2011) explains that environmental
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factors include access to buildings or public transportation as well as access to assistive
products and technology. Lack of wheelchairs and ramps in buildings affects how a
person can be involved in social life or group activities. As there is a lack of accessi-
bility in theatres in Prague, the theatre group has to usually has to present its plays on
the JIS territory. This mostly heats the group’ members who use electric wheelchairs

as they cannot be lifted on the stairs.

Part of the reality is that the group members are not involved in the organization of the
group meetings, nor of the theatre presentations. All the responsibilities related to or-
ganization is taken by the groups’ leaders, trainers and staff members. In result, the
students have only responsibilities related to theatre or bocca and none related to group
organization or decision making. Responsibilities like communication with schools as
well as discussing accessibility issues for events outside JIS are done by the leaders or
trainers who are not people with disabilities themselves. Meyers (1997) recommends
having the leadership established and rotated in the group among students. According
to Hollingshead & Poole (2005) in this way also increases group efficiency. Moreover,
Beresford (2003) also recommends involving people who have direct experience in
deciding positions. As the group members have the direct experience with disability,
they might be interested in discussing the accessibility issues outside JIS. Finally, not
only the students do not see other students in charge of organisation and logistics, they

do not see persons with disabilities having these roles either.
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS

The data analysis helped define several areas which could be improved. The improve-
ments could be implemented by the groups’ leaders and organizers. These recommen-
dations have the aim to help prepare the students for the life after school in a better
way, through group activities. Additionally, the recommendations are designed to help
improve the relationships inside the group which will help to group functionality and

goal achievement.

o There is a need for activities that help the members of the group to
connect. Such activity could start with discussing together the group organization
processes and difficulties. As the theatre group is a functional type of group, as we
can see in the group description part, the relationships inside the group have high
importance for the performance and goal achievement in the group (Hollingshead
& Poole 2005). Acting together for the interest of the group will unite the members
and create trustful relationships.

o Through understanding that different people with disabilities have dif-
ferent needs, | realized how important it is to practic