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Classroom Accommodations

Meeting the needs of children who are visually impaired that are integrated into the regular classroom can be accomplished with some creativity, simple adaptations, and through the use of adaptive technology.  Some students may only need a simple accommodation like sitting with their backs to the window, while others may require more extensive (and expensive) accommodation through a computer with a screen enlargement program.    Accommodating students’ needs and providing modifications to meet students’ needs have very different educational implications.  To understand the difference between these two terms, the definitions and examples have been included here.

Accommodation:   Accommodations are things that school personnel can do to make the visual environment more accessible to the student who is visually impaired without   making changes to the academic expectations/standards for the student.  For example, the use of a closed circuit television (CCTV) enlarges regular size print to a size that is easiest for the child to see.  Allowing the child to sit closer to the chalkboard may help the child see what the teacher is writing.    Speaking aloud as the teacher writes may also help the child take down notes in his/her notebook.   Providing task lighting, enlarged handouts, high contrast materials, black lined paper and pens, assigning only 10 questions for homework, and allowing extra time to complete tests are also examples of accommodation.

Modification:   Modifications are changes that have been made to a child’s educational program that are different from the regular stream.  For example, a child who is in grade 6 but is using a grade 2-math textbook is on a modified math program.   Children who spend part or all of their school day in a special education classroom are likely on a modified academic program.  If the student is in high school and on a modified program, he/she may not obtain academic credits for some course.  However, this may vary from one school district to another. 

Three Basic Principles for Teaching

Children Who are Visually Impaired:
Berthold Lowenfeld, a pioneer in the education of children who are visually impaired, identified three basic principles for teaching children who are visually impaired.  Any teacher can apply these principles, not just teachers who have a child who is visually impaired in their classrooms.

1. Provide Concrete Experiences:  Children who are visually impaired need to be able to touch and manipulate real objects in order to fully understand the properties of the objects.  By using real objects and allowing the child to explore materials tactually and visually, children will gain a more global perspective of the objects.  For example, a young child who is blind or who has low vision may not fully understand a story about Halloween because he/she has never carved a pumpkin before.   By bringing a pumpkin into the classroom for the child to carve, the teacher has made the experience concrete or real for the child.

2. Encourage learning by Doing:  Children who are visually impaired should be allowed to participate in all aspects of real-life experiences, including all of the steps in a sequential activity.  For example, a school trip to the pumpkin patch where children are able to pick a pumpkin, break it from the vine, bring it back to school, and then carve it would be an invaluable experience for the child.  The child participated in all of the steps involved in the “pumpkin patch” experience, thereby making it a meaningful activity.

3. Unify the Experience:  Often, children who are visually impaired are taught in “units” or “chunks” of information.  For example, if the child is unable to trace or cut along a darkened line/shape, it is unlikely that he/she will be able to cut along the triangular outline of a pumpkin’s eyes.  Consequently, the may engage in some pre-pumpkin cutting experiences/lessons that will enable him/her to cut the pumpkin’s face.   Eventually, the ability to cut along a line should be unified into the experience of cutting out the pumpkin’s eyes to make the whole activity more meaningful.

Accommodations for Students with Low Vision

The following is a list of accommodation strategies and tools a student with low vision might use in the regular classroom.  Not all students require the same accommodations

school personnel will help determine which of the accommodations below best suits the needs of your child.

*Large print textbooks and enlarged handouts

*Black-lined paper (instead of light blue lines) with regular-size spaces between the lines or wider spaces between the lines 

*Black marker (instead of pencils or colored pens)

*Thick white chalk or dustless chalk for use by the teacher

*Thick black markers for use by the teacher on white chart paper/white board instead of colored markers

*Colored overlays (plastic, non-glare sheets that change the color of the print material) Editor Note: The use of the colored overlays, in particular to treat what has been called the Scoptopic Syndrome is controversial and not recommended by the American Academy of Ophthalmology, the American Association of Pediatric Ophthalmology and Strabismus

*Slant board/book for reading and writing, which helps reduce, glare and changes the angle of the print material so the student doesn’t have to crane his/her neck over the desk

*Extra desk space and storage for materials

*Preferential seating, location depending on student’s need

*Task lighting to increase light and/or to reduce glare on work surfaces

*Time and –a-half for tests, exams and some assignments

*Taped materials if appropriate

*Partnering with peers to assist student with identifying what’s on the chalkboard or overhead and other print material the student cannot see clearly

*Monocular or binocular telescope used to see distance

*Magnifier (dome-shapes, horizontal bar or floppy sheet size) to enlarge materials up close)

*Closed circuit television (CCTV) to enlarge print materials and to write under

*Desktop/laptop computer with screen enlargement program and/or speech output, printer, scanner

*Orientation & Mobility training with or without a white cane

Accommodation for Students who are Totally or Functionally Blind

Students who are functionally blind rely primarily on their tactile and auditory senses for learning.  School personnel may recommend some of the following accommodations for these children.

*Braille books and materials/handout*Braille writer (a manual one such as the Mountbatten)

*Braille paper (8 ½ x 11 or 11x11 inches)

*Slate and stylus

*Tactile teaching materials (e.g., 3-D geometric shapes, tactile line maps, life-size models, miniatures of life-size objects, textured books, raised line graphs/tables)

*Books/materials on audiocassette (usually 4-track)

*Desktop/Laptop computer with speech output and/or Braille display, print printer, Braille embosser (Braille printer), scanner

*Books and handouts/assignments on disk

*Portable note taker with Braille display or speech output

*Personal organizer with speech input/output

*Orientation & Mobility training (white cane or dog guide)

*Sighted readers

*Partnering with peers to assist with accessing visual information in the environment

*Extra desk/storage space for computer, Braille books, tactile materials

*Preferential seating near the exit and power outlets

*Preferential locker position and specialized lock (key or tactile combination rather than the typical rotary combination lock)

*Time –and-a-half to complete tests/exams and assignments (double time for math and science exams)

*Reasonable expectations and extension of deadlines to complete projects that require research (“skimming” Braille/taped/digital material is time consuming and can be difficult for some students)

*Extra instructional time to learn new concepts, especially technology-related, math and science

*Teacher verbalizing what he/she writes on the chalkboard/overhead

*Teacher calling students by name rather than pointing

*Teacher providing copies of assignments on disk or hardcopy to be scanned ahead of time so student has a chance to have material in an accessible medium (i.e., Braille by the Vision Teacher)

In the next issue, suggestions for making physical education classes accessible and safe for students whom are visually impaired.
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