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Executive Summary
Young people with sensory needs experience more emotional, social and behavioural
problems than their typically developing peers [1, 2]. To support their social and
emotional development they often require therapeutic intervention to help promote their
social competence, friendship and communication skills.
Research studies have shown that group-based social skills intervention is effective for
improving social competence, social skills, social responsiveness, social communication,
friendship quality and cooperation in young people with additional needs [3-5].
In light of these needs in young people and recent research evidence, the Can:Do
4Kids Youth Club program was designed as a group-based social skills intervention
specifically for young people with hearing loss and youth with low vision to increase
the social and emotional skills as well as social participation of young adults with
sensory needs through a series of enjoyable group social activities in safe and inclusive
community settings.
Through the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program, 27 young people with sensory needs,
including 18 youth with hearing loss and 9 youth with low vision participated in ten
dynamic social events in 2019. Evaluation results from surveys and semi-structured
interviews revealed that the majority of Youth Club program participants reported
feeling more connected to young people and that their social skills have improved after
participating in the program. Youth Club program participants also reported trying
new experiences and learning new independent living skills such as cooking and cyber
security that they otherwise would not have had through the Youth Club program.
Additionally, evaluation results revealed that Youth Club program participants enjoyed
meeting new people through social activities. Some of the program participants have
reported developing friendships and have stayed in contact with each other through
social media.
Moreover, evaluation results indicated that all young people with sensory needs involved
were satisfied with the Youth Club program and would recommend the program to their
friends and family.
In conclusion, the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program has increased social competence
and social connectedness of adolescents with sensory needs. The program has also
enabled participants to improve their networking and communication for the purposes
of making new friends and staying in touch with existing ones. Furthermore, the
Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program achieved great program satisfaction ratings from
its participants, with all participants being willing to recommend the program to their
friends and family.
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Program Description
Children and youth with sensory needs have more emotional, social and behavioural
problems than their typically developing peers [1, 2]. Recent studies have shown
that children and youth with hearing impairments experience more emotional and
behavioural difficulties as well as higher risks of developing depression, aggression,
conduct disorder and psychopathy than their peers with typical hearing [6]. Children
and youth with low vision are also reported to be at a higher risk of developing
emotional problems, depression and anxiety, with girls found to be more susceptible
to develop these symptoms than boys [1]. These research findings strongly suggest
that children and youth with sensory needs need support to help with their social
relationships, social competence and communication as well as their mental health.
Group-based social skills intervention is a widely used approach for fostering social
skills development in youth with additional needs [3, 4]. There are several lines of
supportive research evidence to show that group-based social skills intervention is
effective in improving social competence, social skills, social responsiveness and social
communication in youth with additional needs [3, 4]. Recent studies have also shown
that group-based social skills intervention can increase friendship quality, socialisation
performance and cooperation in young people with additional needs [4, 5].
In light of these needs in children and youth with sensory impairment, the Can:Do
4Kids Youth Club program was designed as a group-based social skills intervention
specifically for youth with hearing loss and/or low vision. The program aimed to develop
the social and emotional skills of these young people to enhance their social confidence,
skills for building and maintaining friendships, social communication, resilience and
networking through participating in a series of enjoyable group social activities.
There are four main objectives to the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program:
1.

To improve the social, emotional and recreational skills of youth with vision and
hearing loss;

2.

To improve the networking and communication skills of youth with vision and
hearing loss;

3.

To improve the mental, physical and emotional wellbeing of youth with vision and
hearing loss; and

4.

To facilitate the participation of youth with vision and hearing loss in positive social
activities in safe inclusive community settings.

The key outputs of the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program were as follows:
1.

A well-structured Youth Club program with the capacity to accommodate 30 youth
with vision and hearing loss;

2.

Twelve different dynamic recreational events suitable for 30 youth with vision and
hearing loss to participate in; and

3.

Thirty adolescents with vision and hearing loss participate together in all
recreational events scheduled for the Youth Club program.
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Evaluation Methodology
The Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program was evaluated using a Results-based
Accountability (RBA) Framework win accordance with guidelines provided by the South
Australian Department of Human Services (DHS). A mixed-methods approach was
utilised to gain quantitative and qualitative data on the program participants, which
enabled comprehensive understanding of the impact of the project to be developed.
This mixed methods evaluation approach had two phases:
Phase 1: Surveys were administered to participants at the final event of Can:Do 4Kids
Youth Club program. The survey consisted of 11 questions, which were designed to
investigate the social skills, confidence, independence, social connectedness, friendship
skills and comfortability of trying new experiences of program participants. Openended questions were also included in the survey to enable program participants to
provide their feedback on the program as well as suggestions on future activities or
events.
Phase 2: Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 6 program participants
(Table 1). These semi-structured interviews investigated the experiences of participants
of the Youth Club program. Semi-structured interviews with Deaf and hard of hearing
participants were facilitated by Auslan (Australian Sign Language) interpreters. All
qualitative data from the focus groups were transcribed and analysed.

Limitations
There were some logistical and practical barriers, which limited the
implementation and evaluation of this project. These barriers included:
• Due to extreme weather, two outdoor events which were initially
scheduled for Youth Club had to be cancelled to protect the health and
safety of program participants;
•

Not all parents and guardians provided consent for their child to
participate in evaluation activities;

•

Outcomes in program participants were largely self-reported, which
could confer a subjective bias; and

•

Due to time and resource constraints, follow-up evaluation on Youth Club
program participants and their outcomes was unable to be conducted
upon the last social event for the program.
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Table 1. Semi-structured Interview Participants

Semi-Structured Interview Participants
Youth Club participants with severe to profound hearing loss

4

Youth Club participants who are legally blind

2

Total

6

HOW MUCH
DID WE DO?
Number of youth with vision and hearing
loss who participated in Youth Club Program
Number of staff members who participated
in Youth Program

ARE
YOUTH WITH
SENSORY NEEDS
BETTER OFF?

Number of social activities
provided through Youth
Club Program

HOW WELL
DID WE DO?
Youth satisfaction with social
activities

Youth with vision and hearing
loss have:
improved social skills:
improved recreational skills:
improved networking skills:
improved communication skills:
improved mental, physical and
emotional wellbeing; and
increased social participation

Youth testimonials and
feedback

RESULTS BASED
ACCOUNTABILITY

Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club Program

Helping youth with vision and hearing loss develop socially and emotionally
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Evaluation Results
Youth with sensory needs have been reported to have lower levels of participation
in social activities outside of school and independent living skills [7, 8]. With less
opportunities to develop socially, youth with sensory needs require additional support
to facilitate their healthy social and emotional development as well as independent
participation in social activities in safe and inclusive environments.
In light of these disadvantages, the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club was conceptualised and
delivered to help youth who are blind, low vision, Deaf or hard of hearing to participate
in group social activities, through which they are able to gain and improve their social
skills, social confidence, communication and social participation.
In 2019, 27 youth with sensory needs have participated in the Can:do 4Kids Youth Club
program. Of whom, 18 program participants were Deaf or hard of hearing and 9
participants were legally blind or had low vision.
Ten social and recreational activities were successfully delivered as part of the Can:Do
4Kids Youth Club program in 2019. Social and recreational activities provided by the
Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program included surfing, ice-skating, mini-golfing, go
karting, dolphin cruise, visit to the beach, amazing race, online privacy workshop
provided by Carly Ryan foundation and team building exercises.

Youth Club
Participants

Participants
were legally
blind or low
vision

27

18

9

10
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Survey Results
To understand the perceptions of program participants on Youth Club, particularly, how it has
affected their social connectedness, social skills, confidence, independence, friendship skills and
comfortability of trying new experiences, evaluation surveys were administered at the last event of
Youth Club program. Program participants were also asked to rate their overall satisfaction with the
program and to provide suggestions for improvement and future activities.
A total of 9 program participants completed the evaluation survey at the last event for the Youth
Club program.

100
100
78
67
67
67

%
%

%

of all participants were happy with the overall Youth Club program

of all participants would recommend the Youth Club program to their friends
and family

of all participants felt more connected to young people from participating in
Youth Club program

%

of participants expressed that participating in Youth Club program has helped
them develop their social skills

%

of participants expressed that participating in Youth Club has helped them
feel comfortable with trying new experiences

%

of participants expressed that they were good at maintaining friendships

Program Satisfaction
Survey analysis revealed that all participants (100%) were happy with the overall Youth Club
program; 56% were quite happy and 44% were very happy. The analysis also revealed that all
participants (100%) would recommend the Youth Club program to their friends and family. These
findings indicate that the Youth Club program participants were highly satisfied with the quality of
the program and would recommend it to their friends and family.

Social Connectedness
Survey responses from the participants indicated that 78% of participants felt more connected to
young people after participating in the program. This indicates that the majority of participants felt
more socially connected after participating.

Social Skills Development
The majority of participants (67%) found that participation in the Youth Club program has helped
them with developing their social skills. This indicates that the participants felt more socially
competent after participating.
Evaluation Report - Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club
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Comfortability With Trying New Experiences
The majority of program participants (67%) expressed that they were comfortable with trying new
experiences. This finding reflects that through participating in Youth Club program activities, most
participants felt comfortable and at ease with trying new experiences, in turn, indicating their
willingness to step out of their comfort zones.

Confidence
The majority of program participants (56%) agreed that participation in the Youth Club program
has helped them feel more confident. This indicates that through participating in the social and
recreational activities in the program, the majority of participants felt more confident.

Independence
Survey analysis indicated that the majority of program participants (56%) felt more independent
after participating in the Youth Club Program. The program participants felt that participation in
Youth Club program has increased their independence.

Friendship Skills
In terms of friendship skills, the majority of participants (67%) reported that they were good at
maintaining friendships, while only 44% of participants reported that they were good at making new
friends. These findings suggest that future Youth club program activities could focus on enhancing
these friendship skills in youth with sensory loss and to include more opportunities for participants to
practice their skills for making new friends.
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Case Study 1
Conroy
Conroy* is 17 year old adolescent with profound hearing loss. He is wonderfully gifted in visual
arts. Born in a family with two Deaf parents, Conroy is culturally Deaf and uses Auslan as his
first language. Along with his older brother, who is also Deaf, Conroy joined Youth Club since
its inception three years ago. The two brothers have been regular attendees of Youth Club
ever since.
When Conroy first joined Youth Club, he was quite shy and reserved. He was not confident with
communicating his feelings and thoughts and he did not believe in his talents in his visual arts.
Through participating in a series of fun, enjoyable social activities through Youth Club, Conroy
became comfortable with the other teenagers with sensory conditions and started to share
more of his feelings and thoughts with others.
From being friends with members of Youth Club who have low vision, Conroy developed a
solid understanding of the accessibility needs of people with low vision. He began inspired
and started thinking about different ways through which he could make his visual ideas more
accessible to people with different sensory needs. Conroy started to incorporate sensory-based
techniques and elements into his arts such that people with vision impairment would not be
left out and would also be able to experience his arts through touch and other senses,
besides vision.
Youth Club coordinators noticed Conroy’s talents in visual arts and wanted him to be able to
share his talents with the wider local community. Through a successful partnership with Fringe
Festival, Youth Club coordinators were able to secure an incredible opportunity for Conroy,
through which Conroy and a professional mural artist would collaborate to overhaul the empty
walls of the carpark at the Can:Do 4Kids Welland office. This opportunity provided invaluable
experience for Conroy as an artist and enabled him to gain mentorship from a professional
artist, which furthered his expertise and techniques in visual arts.
Painting the murals alongside a professional artist concreted and strongly affirmed Conroy’s
career interest in the visual arts. Conroy recently revealed at a Youth Club event that he will
be studying visual arts in University in 2020 to pursue his dream of becoming a professional
artist. Other members of Youth Club were ecstatic about his decision and could not wait for his
graduation exhibition in a few years’ time.
*Name changed to protect client confidentiality
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Case Study 2
Ingrid
Ingrid* is a 19 year old young woman, who is legally blind. Due to her severe vision impairment,
Ingrid cannot see others clearly, she struggles to join in conversations and has great difficulties
socialising and making new friends. As a result, she often sits quietly and isolated at social
outings, waiting for people to initiate conversation with her.
To improve her social well-being and connectedness, Ingrid joined Youth Club in late 2018. Prior
to joining, Ingrid had no other friends with sensory needs. Through Youth Club, she has been
able to meet others with similar conditions as her and participate in age-appropriate social
group activities. She felt that the members of Youth Club are able to understand her accessibility
needs and her experiences much better than people with typical vision at school. Being around
peers with similar conditions, she also became more confident in telling others about her
accessibility needs.
With her lack of eye sight, Ingrid used to rely on her parents to read the menu for her at
restaurants. This was because Ingrid didn’t feel comfortable and found it socially awkward
having to use a magnifier in public to access written information such as menu items. Can:Do
4Kids Youth Club coordinators wanted Ingrid and other adolescents with vision needs to be able
to become more independent in their daily living and to rely less on others at restaurants and
at other community settings. Through a series of social outings with Youth Club, Ingrid and other
adolescents with vision impairment started using magnifiers for reading menus and ordering
in public. The collective group experience allowed Ingrid and others to accept that their use of
assistive technology in public was socially appropriate. As such, these adolescents with vision
impairment became accustomed to this practice gradually.
With all her recent gains in independence and social confidence, Ingrid is now ready to
advocate for her own goals and needs. She has now taken on board with managing her
National Disability Insurance Scheme plan completely, which is a milestone her parents are
incredibly delighted to see her achieve. Ingrid is also now ready to apply her new skills in her
employment position. She is working with a Can:Do 4Kids Developmental Educator to advance
her job readiness and look forward to pursuing a career of supporting other people in similar
conditions as her.
*Name changed to protect client confidentiality
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Semi-Structured Interview Results
Six program participants took part in the semi-structured interviews. All of the interviewees were
adolescents with sensory needs who had participated in the Youth Club for 12 or more months;
four of whom were Deaf or hard of hearing and two were legally blind. The semi-structured
interviews averaged 15 to 20 minutes in length. There were nearly equal number of youth with
hearing loss and youth with low vision who participated in the semi-structured interviews. Six
emergent themes were identified from the qualitative data and included:
1

Trying new experiences;

2

Learning new independent living skills;

3

Meeting new people;

4

Maintaining friendships via social media;

5

Enjoyable group activities; and

6

Future suggestions.

1

Trying new experiences

All of the participants stated that they were introduced to new experiences through participating
in the Youth Club program. One participant with hearing loss was able to take the tram for the
first time through Youth Club. A statement from this participant was, “the first time for me was the
public transport, I’ve never been on one before [be]cause I’m from the country actually.”
A participant who was legally blind was able to go on a boat for the first time at the dolphin
cruise visit with Youth Club.
Other participants were able to try go-karting and ice-skating for the first time through Youth
Club.
An example of a qualitative statement that summarised the participants’ views on these new
experience was,
“Just tried different things that I usually wouldn’t have outside of Youth Club.”
Through these new experiences at Youth Club, the program participants may have become
more open and comfortable with trying new activities. Findings from this emergent theme are
therefore largely in line with the survey responses obtained on program participants on their
comfortability of trying new experiences (Figure 4).
2

Learning new independent living skills

Most of the participants (83%) stated that they learnt new independent living skills through
Youth Club. Three participants (50%) were able to gain new cooking skills from Youth Club. One
participant remarked,
“…learning how to cook, making brownies and Mexican tacos and ate it all after, it was so nice.”
Two participants (33%) expressed that they were able to learn about protecting themselves on
the internet. An example of a qualitative statement reflecting this learning was,
“I learn about internet security… be careful about who’s on the internet and who I’m talking to
[on the internet].”
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In agreement, survey responses from program participants also indicated that the majority
of youth with sensory needs felt more independent after participating in the Youth Club
program.
3

Meeting new people

All the interviewed program participants expressed that they had enjoyed Youth Club. The
majority of participants (67%) indicated that they enjoyed meeting new people through Youth
Club. An example qualitative statement, from a participant who was legal blind, reflected this
enjoyment,
“I love getting together with my friends, making new friends, I love it.”
4

Maintaining friendships via social media

With respect to staying in touch with club members, four of the participants (67%) said
that they use social media to maintain their friendships with other youth club members. A
participant with hearing loss remarked,
“Three of us have a group on snapchat, we usually have conversations on there.”
Being able to meet new people and maintain new friendships via social media contributed to
program participants being more connecting to young people after participating in the youth
club program. These qualitative findings are consistent with the survey responses obtained
from the program participants in relations to their self-reported social connectedness.
5

Enjoyable group activities

Half of the participants (50%) expressed that they enjoyed the activities accessed through
Youth Club. A participant commented,
“Doing stuff with like people that are kind of similar to you and have been through similar
experiences. Catching up and chilling out and not caring about the bad things that have
happened in your life.”
6

Future suggestions

Participants have made a number of suggestions towards the Youth Club program that can
be further categorised into two sub-themes.
One of the sub-themes identified was independent living skills, three participants (50%) have
expressed their interest in developing their skills for cooking, taking public transportation
independently and driving.
Another sub-theme identified was recreational activities. Three program participants (50%)
had expressed interest in participating in fencing, drama, horse riding, bungee jumping and
forming a dinner club.
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Conclusions
The goal of the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program is to help blind or low vision and Deaf
or hard of hearing young people develop and improve their confidence, social and
emotional wellbeing, networking, social communication and participation skills, through
various different social and recreational activities.
The Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program successfully provided 10 social group activities for
27 youth with sensory needs in 2019.
Evaluation results from surveys and semi-structured interviews indicated that, after
participating in the Youth Club program, youth with sensory needs:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Felt more socially connected to young people;
Felt their social skills have improved;
Learned new independent living skills such as cooking and cyber security;
Tried new experiences they otherwise would not have had;
Felt more open and comfortable trying new activities;
Developed new friendships;
Stayed in contact with other youth club members through social media; and
Felt satisfied with the program and would recommend the program to their friends
and family.

In conclusion, the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club program has increased social competence
and social connectedness of adolescents with sensory needs. The program also enabled
participants to improve their networking and communication skills to make new friends
and stay in touch with existing ones. A series of opportunities were provided through the
program for youth with vision and hearing loss to participate in group social activities in
safe and inclusive community settings.

Future Directions
In 2020 and 2021, we will seek funds to ensure that the Can:Do 4Kids Youth Club becomes
a regular program for young people with sensory needs, with the long-term aim that
these young people will build this dedicated program into their future NDIS plans.
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