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The Blind Photographer:                                                           
 Finding beauty through the eyes of an unlikely shutterbug

Story & photos by Nicole Slaughter, Photographer/Stay-at-Home Mom, northern Indiana

Abstract:  The author relates how she uses photography as a way to see the intricate 
details of the world and to share that beauty with others. 

Keywords:  Family wisdom, visual impairment, albinism, photography, career, art

Editor’s Note:  We’re thankful for Nicole’s permission to include her article in TX Sense-
Abilities; a version of it had previously been published in Albinism InSight, Summer 2007.  
All photos © Nicole Slaughter. We invite you to spend some time on Nicole’s personal 
website at <www.whitepegasus.com> to see her other beautiful works of art.

I absolutely love photography and I’m 
proud I can call myself a photographer. I 
got into photography after the birth of my 
second daughter in December 2004. With 
the birth of our ýrst daughter I was afraid 
to even touch the camera. I thought I 
might break it or something silly like that. 
So my husband did almost all of the photo-
graph-taking. As he was working part time, 
it worked out well. But when our second 
daughter arrived and he was working full 
time, someone had to capture the special 
moments. So I forced myself to pick up the 
camera on Christmas Eve and have not put 
it down since.

Right about now, you might be wondering 
why I titled this “The Blind Photographer.”

I was born with a condition called Albi-
nism. This condition is recessive, inherited, 
and affects my hair, skin and eyes. Albinism 
affects about 1 in every 17,000 individuals 
in the US. This number varies around the 
world. The two main types of albinism are 
Ocular Albinism, which effects mainly the 
eyes, and Oculocutaneous Albinism, which 
affects hair, skin and eyes. There are vary-
ing degrees, types and severities of albi-
nism—way too many to try and list here.

While in the womb, our eyes need pig-
ment to develop correctly. In a person with 
albinism, the pathways do not develop cor-
rectly due to the lack of, or little pigmenta-
tion, resulting in loss of vision capability.

Visual acuity ranges from as good 
as 20/60 to as bad as 20/400 (or 
blind). I myself am considered 20/200 
on the eye chart. This means I see at 
20 feet away what a “normal” sight-
ed person can see at 200 feet away. 
Quite a difference!

Some common eye problems 
caused by albinism include:

1) Nystagmus, irregular rapid eye 
movement back and forth, or in a 
circular motion;

2) Strabismus, which is eye mis-
alignment or otherwise know as 
crossed eye - lazy eye;
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3) Photophobia, sensitivity to bright light 

and glare;

4) Astigmatism, refractive error;

5) Optic nerve hypoplasia, underdevelop-
ment of the optic nerve;

6) Nearsightedness, inability to see thinks 
in the distance. (read street signs etc);

7) Farsightedness, can’t see things up 
close (when reading a book need to 
hold it far away from them).

Persons with albinism generally cannot 
really correct their vision much (if at all) 
very easily. Persons with albinism have to 
ý nd an eye doctor willing to work close-
ly with them in order to have any hopes 
of helping their vision. Even then there 
are no guarantees. This could be another 
story by itself.

Now enough of the biology lesson, as 
there is so much more I could add, but 
it is irrelevant to the story at hand. So 
if you wish to know more about albinism 
please visit <http://www.albinism.org> 
or <http://www.positiveexposure.org>.

I have encountered all kinds of responses 
to my albinism and visual acuity (sight). But 
the ones I have received about me being 
photographer are perhaps the most amus-
ing. People seem to think that just because 
I am considered “legally blind” that I can’t 
see. I have been asked questions like “How 
are you able take good photographs?” and 
“You took this?” People seem to have this 
misconception that if you are legally blind 
that you are totally blind and that it is all or 
nothing. This simply is not true.

I was doing a wedding for a family mem-
ber of my husband’s last summer and got 
the comment, “You’re visually impaired 
right? So you can actually take good pic-
tures? You can see through the camera?” 
And all I could think was, “they would not 
have asked me to do it otherwise”. I told 
her my portfolio speaks for itself. But still, 

that she would even think to say something 
like that to me is amusing.

What I see? I see beauty and color in life. 
I can see everything you see, just maybe a 
little differently. Or maybe a lot differently, 
but I think even normal sighted persons all 
see things differently. I often get asked if 
things are blurry, and for me the answer is 
no. My vision cannot be compared to some-
one with normal vision. I am a very visual 
person despite my disability.

About a few weeks ago my husband and 
I went to a local conservatory and had fun 
shooting þ owers. There was a þ ower there 
called Anthurium. I had no idea the de-
tail that was on the þ ower. I pulled it onto 
the computer, zoomed in and wow was I 
amazed. I would have never seen the intri-
cate detail on the piece of the þ ower stick-
ing up, had it not been for my camera and 
magniý cation on my computer.

That same day we took our girls to the 
park and I had the opportunity to shoot a 
squirrel that was on the tree close to the 
swings when our girls were playing. While 
I could not see the expression on his face 
I could see where he was, and I could tell 
if he was looking towards me. I think my 
husband thought I was crazy while looking 
through the photographs on my computer 
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because I was so amazed by the squirrel 
hanging off the side of the tree. I never re-
alized how long their little ý ngers or claws 
were until then. Itôs the ý ne detail that my 
vision misses every day.

It’s amazing the detail that can be 
seen in a child’s eyes. I never knew 
the amazing detail and shading in my 
daughter’s eyes until I learned to use 
my camera. Kids move so fast that my 
eyes capturing that detail, as I want 
to see it, is not easily possible. That’s 
where my camera comes in.

Water drops can have cool reþ ections 
in them. I can see the water drops and 
they are in focus to me. But as far as 
detail goes, like seeing great detail of 
the reþ ection in the water drop, I canôt 
see that very well. Thanks to my cam-
era, I get to see those awesome reþ ec-
tions, colors and details.

I am very thankful for the digital age. If 
it were not for the digital camera I would 
not be able to do this. I’m free to take sev-
eral shots of each image, without worrying 

about the cost of developing ý lm. I 
couldn’t afford it otherwise. I know 
some think the ý rst shot should al-
ways be perfect. I do try to do so, 
but lets be real; that’s impossible 
in reality, or that is my opinion 
anyway. Visually impaired or per-
fect vision, there is too much that 
comes into play.

There’s so much beauty in the 
world and I don’t want to miss it 
all. Capturing my daughter’s lives 
is amazing and fun. I love every 
moment of it and am glad that I 
am able to document them.

Photographing other people’s 
lives is my honor and my plea-
sure. Capturing someone’s wed-
ding, pregnancy, family and so on 
is something I truly enjoy. I have 
found what I want to do in life be-
sides being a wife and mother. I’m 
glad to have the vision that I have, 
I think it allows me to do what I 
do. Perhaps gives me a different 
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A Quest for Focus: Lubbock’s Ninth Annual Family Conference

By Christina Weller, Blind Children’s Specialist, Division for Blind Services, Amarillo, TX

Abstract: The author highlights a family conference held in West Texas that gave fam-
ily members the opportunity to gain insight and experience on expanded core curriculum 
areas for students who are visually impaired.   

Keywords:  Family Wisdom, blind, visually impaired, family training, expanded core cur-
riculum, core services

“We really enjoyed this conference. 
My other child was able to learn more 
about how vision loss really affects life. 
Terriý c training.ò

These are just a few of the comments 
received from the Ninth Annual Family Con-
ference, A Quest for Focus, which was held 
in Lubbock last spring. Over 300 blind and 
visually impaired children, teenagers, and 
family members participated in this unique 

“This conference seemed to open all 
our eyes to the fact that we can accom-
plish more as a family unit than we can 
by ourselves.ò

“This conference has brought our family 
closer together and that has been such 
a relief. I feel that if I had not attended 
that my husband may still feel that it is 
something that he is not 100% a part 
of.ò

perspective on things. Albinism does not 
deý ne me nor does it decide who I am. But 

it does help make me who I am through my 
experiences. It challenges me as a person 

and a photographer.

My camera goes 
everywhere I do. 
I think my work 
speaks for itself. I 
can take good pho-
tographs and love 
every moment of 
it. I think that all of 
the TLC I put into 
my work shows, and 
sets me apart from 
some of the other 
photographers. I will 
never stop learning 
and have so much 
to learn. But being 
“legally blind” or “vi-
sually impaired” will 
not stop me from 
accomplishing my 
dream of someday 
being a professional 
photographer.



�

Fa
M

IL
Y
 W

IS
D

O
M

hands-on opportunity to gain knowledge 
about blindness and to learn about the 
skills and techniques that help people who 
are blind be productive and independent. 

The program featured 16 sessions that 
ran concurrently throughout the day, and 
during the program simulators were avail-
able that allowed parents and siblings to 
personally experience each child’s particu-
lar visual condition. These sessions were 
designed to give parents and siblings mul-
tiple opportunities to learn about various 
low vision and non-visual techniques for in-
dependent living. For example:

•	Future chefs had the opportunity to 
learn adaptive techniques to prepare 
and eat food; 

•	Parents learned practical skills to help 
their children become better orga-
nized; 

•	The families enjoyed a fun and unique 
O&M lesson by traveling through ob-
stacles, including tunnels where ev-
eryone had to get on their knees and 
crawl; and 

•	The conference participants explored 
practical ways to identify money and 
manage their personal ýnances. 

To the glee of the parents, one session 
was devoted to techniques that will enable 
their blind or visually impaired children 
to perform all kinds of chores around the 
house (sorry, kids). Another session delved 
into the mysteries of the Davinci...oops, 
sorry...the Braille code. Who knew it could 
be so easy!

And don’t we all love those devices that 
make our lives easier?  Consumers and fam-
ily members were able to compare and con-
trast a wide array of low vision devices that 
ranged from over-the-counter devices to 
prescription items. Additionally, the confer-
ence was a great opportunity for everyone 
to see some of the more high tech devices 

such as computer access utilizing screen 
enlargement, screen reading software, and 
notetaking devices. Families were also able 
to examine several low tech adaptive de-
vices that can be useful for individuals with 
orthopedic and cognitive challenges as well 
as visual disabilities. It is amazing what is 
available at your local hardware, discount, 
or toy store!

This is all good for the here and now, but 
what about the future? Well, one session 
gave participants the opportunity to iden-
tify their strengths and assets while learn-
ing ways to plan for the future by devel-
oping transition notebooks and personal 
resumes.

What about dating, relationships, or even 
marriage? Yes, there was even a session on 
building important social and relationship 
skills. Families even had the opportunity to 
learn grooming skills, make-up application, 
and the importance of appearance for so-
cial and vocational success.

And what about recreational skills, you 
ask? Conference participants had the op-
portunity to express their artistic creativity 
utilizing clay, drawing with different types 
of textures and mediums, weaving, and col-
lage. Families also had the opportunity to 
compete in sporting activities and games 
that were adapted for blind and visually im-
paired individuals.

The conference ended on an upbeat note 
with a panel of young adult consumers who 
inspired families by recounting their expe-
riences and successes in high school, col-
lege, and work. 

The conference was an overwhelming 
success! Families were able to gain new 
skills and knowledge, and they had the op-
portunity to network with the parents and 
siblings of children with similar disabilities. 

Kindness is the language the deaf hear 
and the blind see.   - Mark Twain
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Finding a Tele-Support Group

By Michele Chauvin, Parent, Sugar Land, TX

Abstract:  The Jewish Guild for the Blind sponsors tele-support groups for parents of 
children with visual impairments. They are open-ended, informative and supportive discus-
sions of issues and topics of concern for parents raising children with visual impairments. 
These groups are composed of parents with children who have the same eye conditions. 
They are professionally facilitated and are offered at no cost to parents. They meet by 
phone on a weekly basis. A mother shares how participation in this group helps her to ýnd 
answers to unique questions about raising a child with retinopathy of prematurity.

Keywords:  parent support group, blind, visual impairment, retinopathy of prematurity

Our daughter, Lauren, arrived by emer-
gency C-section at 26 weeks, weighing 
only 1 lb. 2 oz.  She spent 5 months in 
the NICU (neonatal intensive care unit) and 
received supplemental oxygen. During that 
time, Lauren developed ROP (retinopathy 
of prematurity). Although she had several 
eye surgeries, Lauren lost her vision com-
pletely because her retinas formed scar tis-
sue and detached from her optic nerves. As 
ýrst time parents, we brought our baby girl 
home uncertain of her future. The next few 
months felt like a whirlwind, as we visited 
numerous doctors, therapists and special-
ists.  Lauren also received Early Childhood 
Intervention services. Eventually she at-
tended PPCD (Preschool Program for Chil-
dren with Disabilities) for several years at a 
public school near our home. This fall she 
will go to an inclusive public Kindergarten 
class. Over the years, raising a child who 
is blind, mobile and will be a Braille reader 
has posed many challenges.

In the past, we participated in several 
BVI (blind & visually impaired) events and 
groups to gain more insight into Lauren’s 
world. We greatly valued this time with oth-
er BVI families. Recently we heard that the 
Jewish Guild for the Blind (JGB) provides 
parent tele-support groups for BVI fami-
lies.  In the spring of 2006, I joined a JGB 
support group for parents of children with 
ROP. Through this group I met other par-
ents across the US with children who are 
blind and who were also premature, like 

Lauren. Although we live near a large city, 
we had yet to meet other families with a 
child who is totally blind due to ROP. We 
had met other children who were visually 
impaired due to ROP, as well as others who 
were functionally blind due to different eye 
diseases. So this was the ýrst time to truly 
connect with other families sharing similar 
challenges we thought were unique to us.

Even after attending numerous work-
shops, conferences, and local and state 
parent meetings, we still did not have the 
answers to some of our questions. Topics 
that seemed simple to parents of sighted 
children often confused us. By connecting 
with this support group, we are learning 
there are other families experiencing similar 
issues and celebrating similar milestones. 
When will my child zip by herself? Will den-
tal visits ever go smoothly? What toys will 
interest her? How do we teach her to make 
her own meals, dress herself, or brush her 
teeth? Now we have a wonderful resource 
for information and encouragement speciýc 
to our concerns.

The ROP parent group has weekly phone 
discussions, which are professionally facili-
tated and free. I enjoy the convenience of 
visiting with other families by phone from 
home, as traveling to meetings is not al-
ways possible. We also have frequent guest 
speakers join the discussion, and I appre-
ciate the opportunity to consult with nu-
merous professionals who work speciýcally 
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Texas Parents of Blind Children (TPoBC) 
is the state chapter of the National Orga-
nization of Parents of Blind Children (NOP-
BC).  Our state chapter was formed last fall 
at the National Federation of the Blind of 
Texas State Convention, and we’d like to in-
vite all parents, relatives, educators, blind 
adults, and others interested in promoting 
opportunities for blind children in Texas to 
join with us to achieve our goals:

•	to create a climate of opportunity for 
blind children in home and society;

•	to provide information and support to 
parents of blind children;

•	to facilitate the sharing of experience 
and concerns among parents of blind 
children;

•	to develop and expand resources 
available to parents and their children;

•	to help parents of blind children 
gain understanding and perspective 
through partnership and contact with 
blind adults; and

•	to function as an integral part of the 
National Federation of the Blind in its 
ongoing effort to eliminate discrimina-
tion and prejudice against the blind, 
and to achieve for the blind security, 
equality, and opportunity.

It is our sincere belief that our kids can 
do anything and that by joining together, 
we can make a difference in the future of 
all blind children.  The NFB is changing what 
it means to be blind.  Our philosophy is:

The real problem of blindness is not the 
loss of eyesight. The real problem is the 
misunderstanding and lack of information 
that exist. If a blind person has proper 

Meet Texas Parents of Blind Children (TPoBC)

By Laura Weber, President, Texas Parents of Blind Children, Friendswood, TX

Abstract:  Learn about the newest family organization in Texas for parents who have 
children who are blind—a state chapter of the National Organization of Parents of Blind 
Children.  A membership form is included as an insert with this issue of TX SenseAbili-
ties.

Keywords:  Family Wisdom, family organization, National Federation of the Blind, state 
chapter

with BVI populations. So far we have talked 
with an APE (adaptive physical education) 
teacher, an O&M (orientation & mobility) 
specialist, a director of a school for BVI, an 
OT (occupational therapist), a speech ther-
apist, a BVI college graduate and more.

In a nutshell, the JGB parent tele-sup-
port group for ROP has been a huge bless-
ing in regard to raising our daughter who is 
blind. This weekly dialogue and consulta-
tion session provides us an open format for 
questions and answers, with new insights 
gained weekly through sharing and listen-

ing to others who have similar situations 
and challenges. What a comfort to know we 
are not alone. Thank you to our facilitator, 
Susan Barron, and to the Jewish Guild for 
the Blind for providing this invaluable ser-
vice.

For additional information, you can visit 
<www.jgb.org/programs-parent-tele.asp>.

To request additional information, or to 
make a referral, please contact:  Daniel 
Callahan by phone: 212-769-7815 or e-mail: 
<parent-groups@jgb.org>.
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It’s FREE!

By  Laura Weber, Texas Parents of Blind Children President, Friendswood, TX

Abstract:  As a parent of a blind child, the author shares with other parents numerous 
blindness speciýc resources that are available for free.

Key words:  Family wisdom, blind, free resources

Raising a child is expensive.  Raising a 
child with special needs is extremely ex-
pensive.  As the mother of a 5-year-old 
daughter who is blind due to Leber’s Con-
genital Amaurosis (LCA),  I found out very 
quickly that items made for low incidence 
disabilities such as blindness are often out-
rageously priced since they can’t be mass 

marketed.  What follows is a brief list of 
things that I have found that are free.  Most 
of this information is directly from the web-
sites listed.  I know that I’m probably only 
touching the tip of the iceberg on free ma-
terials available, and I encourage other par-
ents and professionals to e-mail me other 
free or low cost items for children who are 

training and opportunity, blindness can 
be reduced to a physical nuisance.

The TPoBC board is made up of ýve Of-
ýcers who are all parents of blind children 

and four Advisors who are blind adults ac-
tive in the NFB.  Please feel free to contact 
any one of us to join TPoBC or to ask any 
questions you may have. 

President

Laura Weber
Friendswood, Texas
832-971-7571
laura.weber@comcast.net

Vice President

Marsha Lindsey
469-583-1975
queen.marsha.lindsey@gmail.com

Secretary

Leticia Flores Sturgill
Pearland, Texas
281-412-9490
letonþor@yahoo.com	

Treasurer

Sally Thomas
Manvel, Texas
281-692-1180
andysally@houston.rr.com

Member At Large

Dan Sturgill
Pearland, Texas
713-858-0752
sturgilldan@yahoo.com

TPoBC Board Advisors:

Tommy Craig
Austin, Texas
tecraig@earthlink.net

Brenda Dunn
Austin, Texas
jbd22@sbcglobal.net	
Austin, Texas
lady-dy@earthlink.net

Angela Wolf
Austin, Texas
sassywolf@peoplepc.com

Diane Yoder
Austin, Texas
Lady-dy@earthlink.net 
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blind or visually impaired, to be published 
in a follow-up article.  My e-mail address 
is <laura.weber@comcast.net>.  Good luck 
on your search to ýnd great materials to 
educate and entertain your children!

THE ROSE PrOJECt AND ANNA’S BOOK ANGEL 
PrOJECt 

Seedlings Braille Books for Children is a 
non-proýt, tax-exempt organization dedi-
cated to increasing the opportunity for lit-
eracy by providing high quality, low cost 
Braille books for children.

They have two programs that offer free 
Braille encyclopedia articles and books for 
children.

The Rose Project 

World Book Encyclopedia articles in 
Braille. A free service for blind students in 
grades 1-12. 

Anna’s Book Angel Project  

In loving memory of Anna Kirstina Bonde, 
hundreds of Braille books have been made 
in her name, which we are giving away free. 
Online registration is available for this pro-
gram! You can use our online form to en-
ter your child’s name in the drawing to win 
one of these free books! Effective January 
2006: every child is eligible to win at least 
one free book per year (please re-register 
each year, even if you previously received 
an “Anna” book.) 

Contact information

Seedlings Braille Books for Children 
P.O. Box 51924
Livonia, MI 48151-5924
(734) 427-8552 or (800) 777-8552
<info@seedlings.org>

<http://www.seedlings.org/special.php>

THE READBOOKS! PrOGrAM

ReadBooks! is a national children’s Braille 
literacy program to encourage families with 
blind children to read print/Braille books 
together.  National Braille Press, along 
with Seedlings Braille Books for Children, 
is distributing attractive Braille book bags 
to families with blind and visually impaired 
children, ages birth to seven, across the 
country. The distribution process is a col-
laborative effort with educators and early 
intervention professionals.  Parents may 
order the book bags themselves, or go 
through their childôs certiýed Teacher of the 
Visually Impaired (TVI) or DARS Division 
for Blind Services (DBS) caseworker.

Each bag contains: 

•	an age-appropriate print/Braille book 
for three age groups: birth–3, 4–5, 
and 6–7 in English or Spanish;

•	a Braille primer for sighted parents 
entitled Just Enough to Know Better; 

•	a colorful print/Braille place mat; 

•	print/Braille bookmarks; 

•	Because Books Matter, a guide for par-
ents on why and how to read books 
with their young blind child; 

•	a gift coupon redeemable for another 
print/Braille book or Braille/large print 
playing cards; and

•	print/Braille magnetic letters. 

Contact information

888-965-8965, ext. 34

<http://www.nbp.org/ic/nbp/readbooks/
request.html>

NAtIONAL FEDErAtION Of tHE BLIND (NFB) 
KErNEL BOOKS / BLINDNESS IN EVErYDAY LIfE

Right now all Kernel Books are free* in 
all formats.  Books are available in large 
print (P), Braille (B), and on cassette (C2 
– two-track) or (C4 – four-track), as noted. 
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(* Kernel Books deal is available while sup-
plies last.)

Contact information:

410-659-9314, ext. 2216 (between 8 a.m. 
and 5 p.m. Eastern Time)
<materials@nfb.org>

<http://secure.nfb.org/ecommerce/asp/
default.asp>

DOtS fOr TOtS

Dots for Tots is a series of multisensory 
storybooks designed speciýcally for visually 
impaired preschoolers as part of both our 
Special Collection and Partners in Literacy 
programs. Each kit combines print and ba-
sic Braille so parents can help their blind 
children begin their journey into reading. 

What’s in the Kit? 

Each kit includes:

•	a popular picture book with uncon-
tracted (grade 1) Braille overlays; and 

•	a descriptive audiotape of the story.

How Does It Work?

Two new Dots kits will be offered each 
catalog season. When you are enrolled in 
the Special Collection Program you have 
the option of selecting one Dots kit instead 
of the three Braille-only book selections. If 
you are a Partners in Literacy subscriber, 
one Dots for Tots kit is the equivalent of 
three Braille-only book orders.

Who Is Eligible?

Any visually impaired child who is liv-
ing in the United States or Canada and is 
between the ages of 3 and 18 is eligible 
for the Braille Special Collection program. 
Please note: the Special Collection program 
is designed for individual children and can 
only be sent to a child’s home or residential 
school address. Schools and libraries may 

participate through our Partners in Literacy 
program. 

Contact Information

To sign up for the Braille Special Collec-
tion, go to <http://www.universalmedia-
services.org/SpecialPrograms/SpecialCol-
lectionSignUp.htm> or send an e-mail to 
<ums@brailleinstitute.org> with your child 
or student’s name, age, home address, and 
telephone number. You can also call us di-
rectly at (323)906-3104 or toll free at 1-
800-BRAILLE (272-4553) Monday through 
Friday, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Paciýc Time. 

<http://www.universalmediaservices.
org/SpecialPrograms/DotsforTots.htm>

TALKING BOOKS PrOGrAM

The Talking Book Program provides free 
library services to Texans who are unable 
to read standard print material due to visu-
al, physical, or reading disabilities—wheth-
er permanent or temporary. In FY1999, the 
program served 22,131 Texans either in-
dividually or through institutions (schools, 
nursing homes, hospitals).

Eligibility 

The Talking Book Program is available not 
only to Texans with visual impairments, but 
also to those who have physical or learning 
disabilities that prevent them from using 
standard print.

Qualiýed patrons include Texas residents 
of all ages who: 

•	are legally blind (vision in the better 
eye is 20/200 or less after correction, 
or the widest diameter of visual ýeld is 
no greater than 20 degrees); 

•	have prescription glasses, yet are un-
able to read standard print material 
without additional magniýcation de-
vices; 
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•	have physical limitations that prevent 
them from holding books or turning 
pages; or 

•	have reading disabilities due to an 
organic dysfunction, as certiýed by a 
medical doctor (M.D. or D.O.). 

To Register

To begin using our free service, you need 
to complete an application and have it cer-
tiýed; eligibility requirements are listed 
above. 

If you need more information or an ap-
plication, please call us toll free at 1-800-
252-9605, or in the Austin area at 512-463-
5458. Write to us at P.O. Box 12927, Austin, 
TX 78711-2927, or send an e-mail message 
to us at: <tbp.services@tsl.state.tx.us>.

Our Collection 

Like a public library, we have 80,000 
thousand titles available in a wide variety 
of categories, including classics, romances, 
science ýction, mysteries, westerns, chil-
dren’s selections, and more. Our books, 
however, are provided in different formats, 
mainly on cassette, but also in Braille and 
large print. 

In addition, we have magazines in special 
formats. You may choose from more than 
80 different magazines: Reader’s Digest, 
Newsweek, Guideposts, and Texas Monthly, 
to name a few. Plus, we have a special col-
lection of books by Texas authors, books 
about Texas, and books in Spanish. 

Best of all, our books are delivered right 
to your door. All of the items are sent and 
returned through the mail free of charge. 
Make your selections from a variety of cat-
alogs or let one of our reader consultants 
assist you. You may contact us by phone, 
mail, or e-mail. 

Equipment 

We provide special playback equipment 
that is needed to listen to our recorded 
books and magazines. The equipment is on 
loan to you for as long as you use our ser-
vice. 

Machines may also be purchased from 
other sources. For information on purchas-
ing machines, call the Disability Information 
and Referral Center toll free at 1-800-252-
9605, or in the Austin area at 512-463-
5458, or go to the NLS fact sheet “Sources 
for Purchase of Cassette Players and Play-
er-Recorders Compatible with Recorded 
Materials Produced by the National Library 
Service (NLS)” at <http://www.loc.gov/nls/
reference/factsheets/sources.html.. 

Contact Information

Talking Book Program
TX State Library & Archives Commission
PO Box 12927 
Austin TX 78711-2927 

1-800-252-9605 (in Texas) 
512-463-5458 (in Austin) 
512-936-0685 (fax)

Email:  <tbp.services@tsl.state.tx.us>

<www.tsl.state.tx.us/tbp/engbrochure.
html>

NAtIONAL OrGANIZAtION Of PArENtS Of BLIND 
CHILDrEN (NOPBC) SLAtE PALS

Slate Pals is a pen pal program for blind 
youth sponsored by the National Organiza-
tion of Parents of Blind Children.

Pen pal programs are lots of fun. They 
help students ýnd new friends all over the 
country—sometimes all over the world. 
Students who would never have a chance 
of getting to know each other can become 
pen pal friends by writing letters to each 
other. Of course, they don’t know each oth-
er at ýrst. Pen pal programs take applica-
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HADLEY SCHOOL fOr tHE BLIND COUrSES 

Hadley has a course for you if you are: 

•	a blind adult (14+ years of age); 

•	a relative of a blind or visually im-
paired child; 

•	a family member of a blind or visually 
impaired adult; or

Å	a professional in the blindness ýeld.

The Hadley School for the Blind offers 
more than 90 distance education courses to 
eligible students completely free of charge. 
From “Braille Literacy 1” to “Birdsong Tu-
tor,” you can select from a wide variety of 
Hadley courses. You can study in the com-
fort of your own home at a time convenient 
for you. Course materials arrive in the mail 
or online, and for students in the U.S. and 
Canada, instructors are just a toll-free call 
away.

The Family Education Program focuses on 
independent living, technology, advocacy, 
and adjustment to blindness issues. While 
some of the courses were written for adults 
who are blind or severely visually impaired, 
they also contain important information for 
a family member. Other courses have been 
developed speciýcally for family members. 
The ýrst ýve courses are listed in a rec-
ommended sequence for parents of young 
children. The remaining courses may be of 
interest to all Family Education Program 
students. 

Contact information

Hadley School for the Blind
700 Elm Street
Winnetka, Illinois 60093 - 2554

Phone: (847) 446 - 8111
Toll Free: (800) 323 - 4238

Email:  <info@hadley.edu>

<www.hadley-school.org>

tions from students and use them to ýnd 
pen pal matches. After a match is made, 
the students gets the name and address 
of their new pen pal. It is then up to the 
students to begin writing letters to each 
other. 

Slate Pals is a pen pal program for blind 
Braille reading students who want to write 
Braille letters to other students. It is called a 
Slate Pal program because slates are a han-
dy, cheap, and easy way of writing Braille, 
just as pens are a handy, cheap, and easy 
way of writing print. (If you haven’t learned 
how to use a slate and stylus yet, ask your 
teacher or your parents about it. It’s fun to 
do and easy to learn.) All kinds of kids of 
all ages sign up for the Slate Pal program. 
Sometimes blind kids from foreign coun-
tries want a Slate Pal. Sometimes sighted 
kids who want to learn Braille write and ask 
for a blind Slate Pal. But most are kids who 
just want to write to someone their own 
age. It’s especially neat to write letters—
and get letters—in Braille. It’s also great to 
have someone to talk to about things that 
only another blind kid can understand. 

If you would like to be a Slate Pal just 
ýll out the Slate Pal Proýle you can ýnd on 
the web at this address <http://www.nfb.
org/nfb/NOPBC_Slate_Pals.asp?SnID=2>. 
There is no cost, but be ready to wait sev-
eral weeks while a match is found. Once 
a match is made, each applicant will get a 
copy of his or her new Slate Palôs Proýle. 
The rest is then up to you! 

Contact Information

Debbie Kent Stein
5817 North Nina Ave.
Chicago, Illinois 60631

Phone: 773-631-1093 
E-mail: <dkent5817@att.net>

<http://www.nfb.org/nfb/NOPBC_Slate_
Pals.asp?SnID=2>
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A Note From the Texas Association of Parents of Children with 
Visual Impairments (TAPVI)

By Shawna Tausch, TAPVI President, Lockhart, TX

Abstract: President of a state parent association tells about her family. Texas Associa-
tion for the Parents of Children with Visual Impairment (TAPVI) schedules monthly mem-
bership meetings.

Keywords: parent association, visual impairment, blind, TAPVI

Hello to all.  It has been a busy sum-
mer and is shaping up to be an even busier 
year.  Let me introduce myself.  My name 
is Shawna Tausch and I will be your TAPVI 
president for the 2007-2008 year.  

My husband, Eddie, 
and I currently have 
seven children in our 
household.  We are a 
foster family, so the 

number changes periodically.  There are two 
girls and ý ve boys that range in age from 
13 years to 8 months.  Two of my biologi-
cal children are visually impaired.  Ben and 
Logan are ten- and eight-years-old.  Both 
boys inherited the gene for x-linked reces-
sive juvenile retinoschisis from me.   Ben 
also has a prosthetic eye (with which he 
has developed quite a comedic following).

Those that know me will attest to my 
talkative and outgoing nature.  If you have 
any questions about the boys’ condition or 
any other aspect of our family life, feel free 
to ask.  I am not shy about sharing.

Professionally, I am a parent.  I serve on 
several educational advisory committees 
as well the board of directors for AVIT (As-
sociation of and for Visually Impaired Tex-
ans).  I also volunteer to assist parents in 
preparing for ARD meetings.

Now that the introductions are out of the 
way, I want to share with you my vision 
for TAPVI this year, as well as the years to 
come.  As most of you know, TAPVI mem-
bership requirements have changed.  If 

you have any questions regarding the dual 
TAPVI/NAPVI membership please call me.  
I also want to establish a support group in 
each region.  TAPVI decided in the begin-
ning that we would establish our regions 
to match the ESCs in Texas.  That means 
we will need 20 regional representatives.  If 
you are interested in fulý lling this role, or 
assisting in any way, call me.  

Ultimately, I would love to see TAPVI host 
a family conference in addition to being able 
to sponsor families at the NAPVI family con-
ference in Los Angeles, during the summer 
of 2008.  We are going to need everyone’s 
help to build a strong family network.

The toll free number 1-877-55TAPVI 
(82784) is up and running.  It rings directly 
to my cell phone between 7:00 a.m. and 
10:00 p.m.  Use it!!!!  I want to hear from 
our members.  Without your input we will 
go nowhere.

We will also be conducting monthly one-
hour conference calls for the general mem-
bership.  These conferences take place on 
the third Monday of each month at 7:00 p.m.  
(October 17, 2007, November 19, 2007, De-
cember 17, 2007, January 21, 2008, Feb-
ruary 18, 2008, March 17, 2008, April 21, 
2008, May 19, 2008.)  For those wishing 
to participate, an 800 number and pass-
word will be posted on the family listserv, 
<http://lists.topica.com/lists/txvifamily/>.  
Please join us when you can.

I look forward to working with all of you.  
It’s going to be a great year.

TAPVI



15

E
FFE

C
T
Iv

E P
R
a
C
T
IC

E
S

Informed Choices:  Accountability and Individualization

By Millie Smith, Consultant for Students with Visual & Multiple Impairments, Dallas, TX

Abstract:  This article discusses the implications of current federal legislation on the de-
velopment of individualized education programs for students with severe disabilities.  By 
law, academic instruction will be a part of the educational programs of all students with 
severe disabilities.  The mandate that IEP teams determine priority educational needs for 
each individual student is still in place. 

Key Words:  state-wide assessment, IDEA, legislative mandate, federal acts, standards-
based IEP, research-based instructional strategies, severe disabilities, embedding, ac-
countability

Individualized education programs for 
many students with severe disabilities are 
going to change, if they haven’t changed 
already. What are these changes? How are 
they going to impact students? How are IEP 
teams going to maintain the focus of in-
struction on the priority educational needs 
of individuals? What decisions made by lo-
cal school districts are mandated and which 
ones are open to informed choice making?  

WHAt ArE tHE CHANGES?

Special education providers across the 
nation have been very busy in the last few 
years. They have been designing and im-
plementing procedures to administer state-
wide academic achievement assessments 
to special education students with severe 
disabilities. Students who previously met 
the federal requirement for statewide as-
sessment by participating in what many 
school districts called “locally determined 
alternate assessment” (LDAA) began to 
participate, instead, in a single statewide 
assessment. Now, for the ýrst time, many 
students with severe disabilities are tak-
ing part in an assessment of skills with a 
uniform structure and mandated academic 
content.

HOw ArE LDAA AND StAtEwIDE ACADEMIC AS-
SESSMENtS DIffErENt?

IEP teams decided what the LDAA should 
be. One of the most frequently chosen op-

tions was a portfolio assessment. Using this 
procedure, teachers kept work samples, 
pictures, video clips, and narratives as a 
record of student accomplishments. Other 
frequently used options included criterion-
referenced curriculum-based checklists, 
developmentally-normed assessments, and 
various need-speciýc tools such as commu-
nication checklists. In most schools, con-
tent areas assessed were not academic and 
the IEP team determined adequate prog-
ress for each individual without comparing 
performance to a state standard. 

In order to comply with legislative man-
dates in two federal acts, No Child Left 
Behind or the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act [ESEA, 1111(h)] and the In-
dividuals with Disabilities Education Act 
[IDEA, 612(a)(15)], state education agen-
cies must have two things:

•	high academic standards for content 
and achievement; and 

•	a single statewide accountability sys-
tem which will be used to report to 
the Department of Education results 
showing to what degree all students, 
including those with severe disabilities, 
have made adequate yearly progress 
toward achieving academic skills at es-
tablished state standards.

For instance, in the spring of the 2006–
2007 school year, Texas implemented the 
TAKS-Alt assessment. It tests only aca-
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demics linked to age-equivalent grade-level 
academic content in the general education 
curriculum, and it does so with a uniform 
procedure so that each student can receive 
scores that can be compared to state proý-
ciency standards. The driving force for this 
type of academic achievement testing is No 
Child Left Behind. This legislation is due for 
reauthorization by the United States con-
gress and there are efforts from various 
consumer groups to try to inþuence legis-
lators to change some of the testing rules.  

HOw IS tHIS GOING tO IMpACt StUDENtS wItH 
SEVErE DISAbILItIES?

Students with severe disabilities are go-
ing to receive more academic instruction 
during the school day. ESEA and IDEA have 
required for several years that all students 
have access to the general education cur-
riculum. Now, students with severe disabili-
ties will be assessed in the same academic 
areas as their enrolled grade-level peers. 
The areas tested usually consist of some 
combination of reading, math, writing, and 
science depending on the grade level. In 
Texas, which also assesses social studies, 
students will be assessed on six outcomes 
for each academic content area. In a given 
year, the minimum number of outcomes 
assessed for a student will be twelve. The 
maximum will be thirty. If academics have 
not been a part of students’ programs be-
fore, they will be now.

ArE ACADEMIC SKILLS prIOrItY NEEDS fOr 
StUDENtS wItH SEVErE DISAbILItIES?

Priority needs are still determined by IEP 
teams. However, IDEA says that all children 
with disabilities must have IEPs that con-
tain functional and academic goals (IDEA 
300.320). Every IEP must contain academic 
goals whether the IEP team thinks they are 
a priority or not. The IEP team’s responsi-
bility is to use their knowledge of the stu-
dent to make informed choices about how 
many academic goals there should be, and 

to include those that are potentially the 
most meaningful. There is no mandate, 
nor does anyone advocate, that all tested 
academic skills should appear in the IEP. 
The IEP is not an academic curriculum. The 
IEP team must determine what other kinds 
of goals need to be included and in what 
proportions. The legislative mandate for 
individualized education programs that ad-
dress unique needs identiýed by IEP teams 
has not changed (IDEA 300.320 through 
300.324).

SO, wHAt SHOULD IEPS fOr StUDENtS wItH 
SEVErE DISAbILItIES CONtAIN?

IDEA says that IEP teams must evaluate 
students to determine two things.

•	Does the student have a disability?

•	If so, what should the content of his or 
her IEP be?        

In order to make this determination, they 
must use a variety of tools to gather the 
following:

•	functional and developmental informa-
tion; and

•	information related to enabling the 
child to be involved in and make prog-
ress in the general education curricu-
lum.

Three broad skill areas are mentioned in 
this part of IDEA having to do with gath-
ering information to determine the content 
of the IEP: functional, developmental, and 
academic (300.304). 

Dr. Diane Browder, a specialist in severe 
disabilities currently on the faculty at the 
University of North Carolina Charlotte, sug-
gests that IEPs should include goals related 
to academic skills aligned with state stan-
dards, functional skills, social skills, ther-
apy needs, and parent concerns. In this 
model, developmental needs might be ad-
dressed through “therapy” goals in areas 
like speech, OT, and PT. Many schools re-
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fer to these as “related service” rather than 
“therapy” goals, and include goals in the 
areas listed under “special factors” in IDEA 
(300.324). These include behavior, vision 
impairment, communication, auditory im-
pairment, limited English proýciency, and 
assistive technology. Dr. Browder and her 
co-author, Ginevra Courtade-Little, give 
the following example.

Suzanne is in 5th grade and her IEP 
will be different this year. While she 
will continue to have goals related to 
her expanded use of an augmentative 
communication system, Suzanne will 
now also pursue goals that focus on her 
acquisition of daily living skills, like put-
ting on her coat and personal groom-
ing. In addition she will learn to par-
ticipate in her IEP meeting by helping 
to choose her own goals and signing 
her name. What also will be different is 
that for the ýrst time Suzanne will have 
some academic goals that promote her 
participation in the 5th grade curricu-
lum. While Suzanne has had academic 
goals before- she learned to select a 
dollar for a purchase she wanted to 
make and was able to read pictures/
sight words on her schedule- now she 
will have academic goals that focus on 
her state’s standards for 5th graders. 
For example, her new goals will help 
her gain meaning from chapter books 
read by peers and ýnd solutions for 
everyday math problems. These chang-
es will prepare Suzanne to participate 
in her state’s alternate assessment… 
(Courtade-Little, G., and Browder, D., 
2005, p.7).ò

WHAt IS A StANDArDS-bASED IEP?

A great deal of training is going on and 
a lot of literature is appearing referring to 
“standards-based IEPs”. In fact, this term 
is a little misleading. Only the academic 
goals in IEPs are aligned with state aca-
demic standards for grade-level achieve-
ment [ESEA, 1111(h) and IDEA, 612(a)(15)]. 

There are no state standards for function-
al or developmental skills. Some curricula 
in these areas give age norms indicating 
the age at which a typical child would have 
developed a certain skill. IEP teams use a 
variety of strategies to determine which 
skills in these areas are priority needs and 
should, therefore, be included in the IEP. 
They may choose a skill that would have 
been acquired by a typical child at a much 
earlier age because that skill is attainable 
at the current time when for some reason it 
was not before. Or, they may include it be-
cause it is an important skill and instruction 
is resulting in progress, but at a signiýcant-
ly slower rate than would occur for a typical 
child. In Courtade-Little and Browder’s ex-
ample, Suzanne is a ten year old 5th grader 
who is learning to put on her coat. Putting 
on a coat is a skill acquired by typical chil-
dren when they are about three years old. 
Suzanne’s IEP team has selected it as a pri-
ority for her even though it is not an age-
equivalent peer skill. They may have done 
this because it is a parent concern, because 
her motor skills have improved to the point 
that she is now ready to advance to this 
skill level, or because the skill has never 
been addressed before but is attainable. 

When basic developmental and functional 
skills are chosen for the IEP of an older stu-
dent, the materials and the activity used for 
instruction must dignify the student. A ten 
year old student may be expanding his un-
derstanding of the cognitive skill of “cause 
and effect” by learning that a fan can turn 
a pinwheel during a science lesson on wind 
generated energy. No one wants this stu-
dent to be stuck with a Fischer-Price Busy 
Box or a switch adapted drum-playing bear. 
However, it is equally disrespectful to ex-
pect this student to remain alert and cogni-
tively challenged while sitting and listening 
to a peer read to him from the ýfth grade 
science book, when his communication lev-
el is non-symbolic or early symbolic. The 
student with severe cognitive disabilities 
may enjoy the sound of his peer’s voice. 
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That would make this a nice leisure activity, 
but it would not make it a learning oppor-
tunity. These are two extreme examples of 
ways to go wrong. Informed choices involve 
taking the best approaches and adapting 
them to come up with good individualized 
instruction. Hands-on manipulation of ob-
jects is the best way to learn cause and 
effect. Peer reading is a wonderful social 
opportunity. A peer could read a modiýed 
text about fans making wind and wind mov-
ing pinwheels. The short text could be read 
after each trial using the fan and pinwheel. 
The result could be learning a new cause 
and effect relationship, and expansion of 
vocabulary related to learning verbal la-
bels for objects like “fan” and “pinwheel.” 
All learning is wonderful and valuable, even 
when it is delayed and non-academic!   

If StAtEwIDE ASSESSMENtS ONLY ASSESS ACA-
DEMIC SKILLS, HOw ArE SCHOOLS ACCOUNtAbLE 
fOr ACHIEVEMENt Of DEVELOpMENtAL AND fUNC-
tIONAL SKILLS?

There are two ways that achievement of 
developmental and functional goals are ad-
dressed. 

•	IDEA requires that in interpreting eval-
uation data, each agency must include 
information on aptitude and achieve-
ment (300.306). The achievement 
referred to here is inclusive—not lim-
ited to academics. Teachers in many 
schools use the assessments that are 
part of developmental and functional 
curricula to address the achievement 
part of this mandate. Results from 
earlier evaluations can be compared to 
results from current evaluations as IEP 
teams conduct their annual reviews.

Å	A more speciýc way to be accountable 
for progress on developmental and 
functional skills is the measurable an-
nual IEP goal. For students with severe 
disabilities, IDEA is very clear that 
goals are to be written so that prog-
ress can be measured throughout the 

year through the use of benchmarks, 
or short-term objectives, resulting in 
achievement, according to the speci-
ýed measurable criterion, in one year.

IEP teams using annual reviews of the 
achievement evaluation to show progress 
in developmental and functional skill ac-
quisition may have some difýculty showing 
progress for learners with severe disabili-
ties. Many of the curriculum-based assess-
ments in these areas have skills listed in in-
crements too broad to show increases from 
year to year. Students with severe disabili-
ties often end up with a lot of “emerging” 
skills and very few “mastered” skills. These 
curricula are extremely helpful to IEP teams 
when they are identifying areas of need, 
but any given item may need to be bro-
ken down into smaller increments of devel-
opment in order for a student with severe 
disabilities to demonstrate achievement of 
that skill in a year. 

There are no restrictions in ESEA or IDEA 
on the use of developmental or function-
al curricula. In Texas, educators often use 
the phrase, “There is only one curriculum.” 
They are referring to Texas senate bill 815. 
It states that school districts must use 
the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills 
(TEKS) when teaching the entire required 
general education curriculum, including 
both foundation and enrichment content 
areas. Previously TEKS was required for 
foundation areas like math and reading and 
was a “guideline” for enrichment content 
like health and ýne arts. So, in Texas, there 
is only one general education curriculum. 
It is TEKS and, by law, children with dis-
abilities must have access to it and they 
must be tested on academic achievement 
aligned with its content in reading, writing, 
math, science, and social studies.    

IEP teams using annual goal progress as 
the accountability tool for developmental 
and functional skills need to make sure that 
they identify very speciýc skills in small, at-
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tainable increments as well. Old bad habits 
may need to be overcome. For many years, 
many schools have ignored the legislative 
mandate that annual goals be measurable 
and achieved in one year. Many IEPs con-
tained annual goals like “Johnny will im-
prove eating skills,” or “Johnny will feed 
himself independently.ò In the ýrst case, 
there is nothing to measure, and in the 
second, no chance, for Johnny, that the skill 
can be accomplished in one year. A real an-
nual goal for Johnny might be something 
like “Johnny will self-initiate ten scoops of 
soft foods using an adapted spoon and dish 
during breakfast and lunch.” Progress mile-
stones, benchmarks or short-term objec-
tives, might include:

•	“Johnny will self-initiate ten scoops… 
with hand under hand assistance;”

•	“Johnny will self-initiate ten scoops… 
with a touch prompt at the elbow;” 
and

•	“Johnny will self-initiate ten scoops… 
with a point cue.” 

In this example, benchmarks relate to 
the research-based instructional approach 
of “scaffolding”, or support reduction, lead-
ing to higher levels of independence. If 
Johnny isn’t self-initiating scoops with an 
elbow prompt by the end of the second 
quarter, the IEP team will need to revise 
this goal. Revision could mean changing 
the goal, but it could also mean changing 
other things as well. Perhaps Johnny’s in-
struction has been in the school cafeteria. 
He is simply too distracted and/or stressed 
by the noise, movement, and smells in that 
environment to maintain attention on his 
scooping task. His team decides to take 
Johnny to the cafeteria ten minutes before 
the other students arrive. During this time 
he practices his scooping, and then he eats 
the rest of his meal with his peers. He is 
still a little bothered by the smells, but the 
lack of movement and noise is enough of an 
improvement to allow him to make steady 
progress on his goal. 

SHOULD tHE IEP tEAM trY tO ENSUrE tHAt ALL 
INStrUCtION IS rELAtED tO tHE ACADEMIC CUr-
rICULUM?

Literature and training in the ýeld of spe-
cial education and in the area of severe 
disabilities is prevailingly oriented toward 
academic instruction in regular classrooms 
with typical peers. Part of the reason for 
this emphasis is that many students with 
disabilities have been denied these learn-
ing opportunities for many years. They 
have been segregated and, depending on 
the quality of the instruction in the self-
contained environment, possibly under-
challenged. Special education profession-
als in university pre-service programs, 
state departments of education, and many 
local school districts would like their stu-
dents with severe disabilities to have high 
achievement standards and access to in-
struction in regular classrooms. Each IEP 
team must use both knowledge of the stu-
dent and of research-based instructional 
strategies to make sure that one aspiration 
does not compromise the other. Decisions 
for individual students must be made on 
the basis of their unique needs. If the pro-
grams for two individuals with severe dis-
abilities are exactly the same, somebody’s 
unique needs are not being met. That is 
why “special” education is provided.

WHAt ArE tHE rESEArCH-bASED INStrUCtIONAL 
StrAtEGIES tHAt ArE IMpOrtANt fOr StUDENtS 
wItH SEVErE DISAbILItIES?

Some of the strategies that work for stu-
dents with severe disabilities have been 
well researched and have been used for 
many years. Examples include the follow-
ing (Orelove, 2000).

•	Multiple trials – several repetitions of a 
desired behavior. In other words, prac-
tice. The most effective practice is that 
with short spaces between repetitions 
during which something else occurs (dis-
tributed trials).
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•	Slower pacing – allowing more time for 
sensory, motor, and cognitive process-
ing.

•	Clutter reduction – elimination of ele-
ments in instructional materials and the 
ambient environment that compete with 
the student’s ability to maintain his at-
tention on the desired element.

•	New material presented within the “zone 
of proximal developmentò – the best in-
struction starts with an established skill 
and adds a little bit more. The “not too 
easy, not too hard” rule.

•	Scaffolding – every trial is successful 
because the level of support needed 
for success is always provided. Gradu-
ally, levels of support decrease until 
maximum independence, whatever that 
might be for each individual, is achieved.

•	Decreased stress – stress inhibits mem-
ory function and the ability to maintain 
attention. Stress can come from physical 
factors like hunger, illness, or discomfort 
and from emotional factors like separa-
tion anxiety, confusion, and boredom.

•	Highly structured rather than random 
learning opportunities – expectation and 
predictability are essential to learning. 
Brief and “out of the blue” experiences 
don’t work well for skill acquisition, al-
though they might be fun. 

•	Increased motivation – instructional 
materials and social interactions are 
attended to and activity with them is 
maintained when they are pleasant and 
interesting.

•	Active participation – “doing” results in 
better learning than “watching” or “lis-
tening.”

IEP teams must identify the priority learn-
ing needs of the individual for whom they 
are planning a program. Then, they must 
think about the instructional activities and 
the settings that will support achievement 
of those skills. In every setting, a skilled 

professional will need to make sure that 
the instruction provided is highly effective 
in line with the research described above. 
Whether it is in self-contained special edu-
cation classrooms or in regular classrooms, 
instruction provided for students with se-
vere disabilities must be highly effective in 
order to develop skills.

IS INStrUCtION wItH tYpICAL pEErS IMpOrtANt 
fOr ALL StUDENtS wItH SEVErE DISAbILItIES?

Access to typical peers is important. 
Typical peers and children with disabilities 
should know and enjoy each other to the 
fullest extent possible. A clear commitment 
has been made in the professional commu-
nity to try to make sure that highly effec-
tive instructional strategies are provided 
for students with severe disabilities in ac-
tivities they share with typical peers as of-
ten as possible. Typical peers are not the 
providers of highly effective instruction, 
but they may have a carefully chosen and 
well-prepared part in that instruction. IEP 
teams must use their knowledge of indi-
vidual students to determine who their in-
structional partners should be. They must 
watch carefully to evaluate how the quality 
of learning is affected by participation with 
various partners. 

Making an assumption that peer access 
should be primary for all students with 
disabilities may be disrespectful to some 
special needs students. This kind of global 
assumption ignores a very real group of 
individuals who are not at the same level 
of social development as the students who 
are described in many of the examples of 
typical and disabled students engaged in 
co-operative learning. According to most 
developmental scales, showing interest in 
the activities of peers does not develop in 
typical children until about two years of age 
(Greenspan, 2004). Before interest in peers 
develops, there is an incredibly important 
stage of development in which children 
establish secure attachments with adults. 
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They need this social/emotional founda-
tion in order to be stable enough to grow 
in many areas of development. Early com-
munication skill development is particular-
ly dependent on healthy adult attachment 
(Chen, D., & Dote-Kwan, J., 1995). For some 
students with severe disabilities, strong at-
tachments with adults in the school envi-
ronment may be essential to their ability to 
develop skills. 

THEN wHOM ArE wE tALKING AbOUt wHEN wE 
SAY “StUDENtS wItH SEVErE DISAbILItIES”?  

The words ñsigniýcantò and ñsevereò 
mean different things to different users.  
Sometimes the words are used somewhat 
interchangeably when referring to students 
with cognitive disabilities.  ñSigniýcantò 
often replaces “severe” when people con-
sider it to be less stigmatizing.  But, some-
times one or the other word is used more 
intentionally to refer to a distinct group of 
individuals.  Unfortunately, the words are 
not used consistently to describe the same 
groups.  ñSigniýcantò and ñsevereò are used 
frequently to refer to students who do not 
have severe mental retardation as tradi-
tionally deýned.

Two examples illustrate this point.  First, 
in the training module for the Texas alter-
nate assessment, a student with “the most 
severe cognitive disabilities” is shown using 
a calculator, number cards, and an equation 
template to reduce a recipe.  Second, in one 
of many journal articles giving examples of 
students with ñsigniýcantò disabilities par-
ticipating in academic instructional activi-
ties with their typical peers, Cushing, et al, 
describe the following:

For example, in a third-grade language 
arts lesson during which the teacher 
expects all students to develop oral lan-
guage and listening skills, the teacher 
may read an excerpt from a book and 
ask students questions related to the 
material. In this classroom, a student 
with signiýcant cognitive disabilities 

also listens to the story, but he or she 
beneýts when the teacher breaks each 
section down into smaller components 
and asks questions more frequently 
or poses them in a simpliýed man-
ner. Moreover, the student may use an 
augmentative communication device 
or other alternative response format to 
answer the teacher’s questions. (Cush-
ing, L., Clark, N., Carter, E., &Kennedy, 
C., 2005).ò

The use of the word “severe” and the 
substitution of the word ñsigniýcantò for 
“severe” when referring to students with 
mild and moderate mental retardation is 
a problem because students with severe 
mental retardation become invisible.  In 
workshops with titles like “Aligning IEP’s 
with State Standards for Students with Se-
vere Disabilities,” presenters tend to give 
many detailed examples of the application 
of their strategies for students at the mild 
and moderate levels of mental retardation 
and few, if any, examples of applications for 
students with severe mental retardation.  
Everybody would like to stay away from 
stigmatizing vocabulary.  At the same time, 
every effort must be made to be sure that 
all levels of learning are acknowledged and 
respected by receiving the attention they 
deserve.

It may be helpful to look at the way “sig-
niýcantò and ñsevereò are used in law and 
resources.

•	First of all, clarity about whether “sig-
niýcantò and ñsevereò are being used to 
describe cognitive disabilities or some 
other type of disability is important. A 
student with severe motor disabilities 
may have normal or above intelligence. 
Steven Hawking, one of the world’s most 
renowned physicists, is medically frag-
ile. A severely disabled body does not 
necessarily contain a severely disabled 
brain. Students with cerebral palsy are 
often served in self-contained class-
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rooms with students with severe cog-
nitive disabilities because there is no 
way to ýnd out what they know. Many 
of them cannot use motor or vocal re-
sponses with the degree of consistency 
that would allow them to demonstrate 
proýciency by most assessment stan-
dards. Their responses may seem to be 
random. It is very difýcult to determine 
whether the inconsistency reþects lack 
of understanding or changes in brain 
activity affecting motor functioning. 

•	If the terms are used in reference to 
cognitive disabilities, deýnitions of men-
tal retardation become important. The 
Ofýce of Special Education allows states 
to use terms other than “mental retar-
dation” in their state rules for eligibility 
as long as they donôt change the deýni-
tion of what is meant by the substituted 
term as contained in IDEA (300.7). 
About eighteen states use a substitute 
term such as “cognitive disability” or “in-
tellectual impairment” (Posney, 2006).  

•	IDEA (300.7) says that the criterion for 
eligibility as a child with a disability in 
the category of mental retardation is 
ñsigniýcantly sub-average general intel-
lectual functioning, existing concurrently 
with deýcits in adaptive behavior and 
manifested during the developmental 
period that adversely affects a child’s 
educational performance.ò In this deýni-
tion, ñsigniýcantlyò is used to describe 
all students with mental retardation 
including those with mild and moderate 
functioning levels. The student described 
above who is listening to and answering 
questions about a 3rd grade language 
arts story has this kind of ñsigniýcant 
cognitive disability.” 

Å	ñSigniýcantò is used again in the lan-
guage in the Department of Education 
amendment to ESEA to describe stu-
dents who will take alternate assess-
ments. The Department of Education 
deýnes students with ñthe most signiý-

cant cognitive disabilities” as those who 
cannot take grade-level tests even with 
accommodations. The fact that they add 
the words “the most” is a little ambigu-
ous, but it seems to mean something 
more than mild sub-average functioning. 
Accordingly, the student reducing the 
recipe with her calculator is a student 
with ñthe most signiýcant cognitive dis-
abilities” because she participates in an 
alternate assessment.

•	Several years ago federal money be-
came available through IDEA for the 
funding of a national network of techni-
cal assistance providers for students 
with “low incidence disabilities.” Each 
state tends to deýne the students to 
be served under this designation a little 
differently, but the word “severe” shows 
up frequently. In California, it is used in 
reference to students with severe ortho-
pedic impairments. In Texas, and many 
other states, it refers to students who 
have severe cognitive disabilities.

•	The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSMR), fourth edition, 
deýnes four levels of mental retardation.

o	Mild (85%): Individuals who acquire 
academic skills up to about 6th grade 
level and who function in the commu-
nity largely independently with inter-
mittent support.

o	Moderate (10%): Individuals who car-
ry out work and self-care tasks with 
moderate supervision, acquire com-
munication skills in childhood, and live 
and function successfully in the com-
munity with limited support.

o	Severe (3-4%): Individuals who have 
basic self-care skills and some com-
munication skills and require extensive 
support throughout life.

o	Profound (1-2%): Individuals who have 
some basic self-care and communica-
tion skills and require pervasive sup-
port throughout life.
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The following (also illustrated in the chart 
below) shows how the words ñsigniýcantò 
and “severe” are used by various users re-
lated to levels of mental retardation.

User:  IDEA eligibility criterion for mental 
retardation

Term Used:  ñsigniýcantly sub-averageéò

Mental Retardation Levels Included:  Mild, 
moderate, severe, profound

User:  Department of Education amend-
ment to ESEA for alternate assess-
ments

Term Used:  ñthe most signiýcant cogni-
tive disabilities”

Mental Retardation Levels Included:  Mod-
erate, severe, and profound

User:  Texas Education Agency, Assess-
ment Division

Term Used:  “the most severe cognitive 
disabilities”

Mental Retardation Levels Included:  Mod-
erate, severe, and profound

User:  Low Incidence Disabilities (LID) 
networks in Texas and many other 
states

Term Used:  severe cognitive disabilities

Mental Retardation Levels Included:  Se-
vere and profound

User:  Most journal articles and workshop 
presentations

Term Used:  signiýcant disabilities

Mental Retardation Levels Included:  Mild, 
moderate

Students with severe mental retardation 
are equal and important members of the 
educational community whose needs, if ad-
dressed effectively and appropriately, re-
sult in learning as important as that of any 
other student.  Most people would agree 
that academic skills increase the quality 

User

IDEA eligibility criterion 
for mental retardation

Department of Education 
amendment to ESEA for 
alternate assessments

Texas Education Agency, 
Assessment Division

Low Incidence Disabilities 
(LID) networks in Texas 
and many other states

Most journal articles and 
workshop presentations

Term Used

ñsigniýcantly sub-
average…”

ñthe most signiýcant 
cognitive disabilities”

“the most severe cognitive 
disabilities”

severe cognitive disabilities

signiýcant disabilities

Mental Retardation 
Levels Included

Mild, moderate, severe, 
profound

Moderate, severe, and 
profound

Moderate, severe, and 
profound

Severe and profound

Mild, moderate
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of life of typical students, plumbers earn-
ing more than teachers notwithstanding. 
Functional skills improve the quality of life 
for everybody. College students who have 
these skills don’t have to bring their laun-
dry home for Mom to do, all the time at 
least. The post-secondary success of stu-
dents with mild and moderate disabilities in 
both living and work environments is high-
ly related to their functional proýciencies. 
Students with severe disabilities live higher 
quality lives when they attain developmen-
tal and some functional skills to the highest 
levels possible. Some educators minimize 
the importance of the life-long instruction 
of these kinds of skills. Perhaps this is be-
cause they feel that the degree to which 
they can be acquired is not signiýcant. 
Sometimes lack of progress in these areas 
has been a result of poor instruction, not 
inability. And, sometimes, educators have 
failed to appreciate the dramatic impact of 
what appears to them to be a very small 
gain. Expansion of developmental skills can 
be horizontal as well as vertical. A student 
who uses an object to request an activity 
can vertically expand to using part of the 
object or a picture of it to show his com-
munication partner what he wants. But, 
the student who continues to use objects 
for requesting can also develop new skills. 
He can learn to use objects for requesting 
what he wants in more and more activities 
and in all areas of his life. That is horizon-
tal expansion and it increases the quality 
of life of not only the learner, but all of his 
partners as well.     

IS tHErE SOME wAY tO COMbINE ACADEMIC, 
fUNCtIONAL, AND DEVELOpMENtAL SKILLS IN 
IEPS AND INStrUCtIONAL ACtIVItIES?

IEP teams have been using the strate-
gy of “embedding” for many years. In the 
1980’s, educators were encouraged to shift 
the emphasis of IEPs from developmental 
skills to functional skills. Teachers and re-
lated service providers started embedding 
developmental skills in functional contexts. 

A student who had an annual goal that 
targeted the developmental motor skill of 
grasping and releasing might switch to a 
functional domestic goal of washing dishes. 
Clearly, grasping and releasing is part of 
washing dishes. Addressing the skill in this 
way helped to assure that students didn’t 
get stuck spending hours putting poker 
chips in a jar day after day. By listing the 
occupational therapist as one of the team 
members responsible for the instruction of 
the dishwashing goal, IEP teams ensured 
that instruction on, and adaptations for, 
grasping and releasing would be part of the 
dishwashing activity. Grasping and releas-
ing would probably be an embedded devel-
opmental skill that would naturally occur in 
many functional skill activities.

IEP teams are encouraged to address 
academic skill instruction in two ways. The 
ýrst is the one that has been discussed so 
far. That is, participating in the instruction 
provided for typical peers with appropriate 
adaptations and supports. The second is 
to embed the academic skill in a functional 
context. In Texas this is called “integrated” 
academic instruction. The student using a 
calculator to do operations with numbers 
in her classroom integrates that academ-
ic skill when she calculates the cost of her 
meal at a fast-food restaurant. Academic 
skills are also taught in functional activi-
ties by embedding. A student at the non-
symbolic cognitive level who participates 
in a snack preparation activity every day 
might have an embedded science skill that 
requires him to show understanding of the 
life cycle of plants and animals by selecting 
ripe from unripe strawberries and by using 
the ripe berries to make a smoothie. This 
academic science skill embedded in a func-
tional activity can still be aligned with state 
standards by making sure there is a clear 
link to the age-equivalent grade-level sci-
ence content of the general education cur-
riculum. In Texas, those links are described 
in the Framework document provided by 
the education agency.
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The importance of functional skills for 
preparing students with disabilities for 
post-secondary environments is recognized 
by most educators and is acknowledged in 
legislation (IDEA, 300.320). Another reason 
functional skills are likely to continue to be 
a part of programs for students with se-
vere disabilities is that they provide inter-
esting, pleasurable contexts for embedding 
both developmental and academic skills. 
For students with severe disabilities, func-
tional skill goals rarely aim at full indepen-
dence. Rather, the goal for students with 
severe disabilities is to participate in these 
activities with the important people in their 
lives at the highest possible level. The most 
signiýcant skills in these interactions are 
often the communication and social skills 
that allow the learner and his partner to 
collaborate to accomplish the given task. 
Functional skill activities may be a better 
medium for embedding than academic ac-
tivities for some students with severe dis-
abilities simply because they tend to be 
more concrete rather than abstract. They 
may also contain learning media that has 
more motivating sensory characteristics. 
That is to say, functional skill activities are 
more often about common objects in natu-
ral contexts while academic activities tend 
to be about more abstract concepts rep-
resented symbolically. The wonderful thing 
about every student having access to both 
kinds of instruction is that it is a safeguard. 
The accurate assessment of the aptitude, 
learning potential, of students with multiple 
impairments, especially those who have 
severe motor and sensory impairments, is 
extremely difýcult. Some of those students 
have been waiting for the opportunity to 
show us what they can do given appropri-
ate challenges.

WHAt DOES ACCOUNtAbILItY MEAN fOr StU-
DENtS wItH SEVErE DISAbILItIES?

Legislatively, it means school districts 
must show they are providing instruction 
that enables students to make progress 

toward performing academic skills at es-
tablished state standards of proýciency. 
Schools are trying harder than ever to im-
prove the quality of the instruction provid-
ed to students. Now, students with disabili-
ties are part of that effort and, as a result, 
they are receiving instruction that includes 
academic learning opportunities. The chal-
lenge to special educators is to make sure 
that they are equally committed to ac-
countability for achievement related to all 
legislatively mandated priority needs—de-
velopmental, functional, and academic-—in 
individualized programs providing appropri-
ate education to each unique student.
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Nemeth Braille Translation Technology

Holly Cooper, Ph.D., Texas Deafblind Project, TSBVI

Abstract:  This article is a brief overview of some current braille technology which man-
ages Nemeth code.  New features available in widely used blindness technologies make 
the production of Nemeth and Nemeth to print translation easier, but still problematic.

Keywords: braille, nemeth code, braille math, nemeth code translation

Educational institutions are some of the 
biggest consumers of blindness related 
technology products today, but most prod-
ucts are still developed with the needs of 
adult blind users as the standard which the 
products aim to address.  Since the use of 
mathematics notation in the everyday life 
of most adults using technology is limited, 
many of these technology products include 
few math related features.  Most note-tak-
ers and braille translation software applica-
tions allow users to directly input any char-
acters via braille keyboard or 6 key home 
row entry (letters s, d, f for dots 3, 2 and 
1, and j, k, l for dots 4, 5 and 6.)  However, 
translation of print characters to Nemeth 
Code and back translation of Nemeth Code 
to print which can be easily read and un-
derstood by a math teacher is very limited.  
Since most students in grades kindergar-
ten through twelve, and many in the ýrst 
two years of college, participate in some 
type of mathematics instruction every day, 
math notation in braille and translation be-
tween braille and print is an on-going dai-
ly need.  Much of this work is still carried 
out manually by teachers of students with 
visual impairments (TVI’s) and braillists.  
When students leave the relatively more 
supportive setting of public school for the 
more independent setting of college, there 
may be no one with braille skills to help 
with translation.  However some technolo-
gies are including more features related to 
Nemeth Code and math.  This article is an 
attempt to survey some of the more com-
monly used technologies in public schools 
in Texas and the math related features they 
include.

A WOrD AbOUt MAtH AND COMpUtErS

Computers were originally developed for 
mathematics calculation; they were intend-
ed for use as “number crunching machines.”  
Only later in their development did com-
puters include the capability for handling 
text.  Early computers were programmed 
by writing speciýc words, variables and op-
erators in programming languages which 
looked much like math notation written out 
in linear sentences.  

Braille translation software interfaces well 
with word processing software.  Text can be 
imported or copied and pasted from word 
processing documents to braille translation 
software, and translated with the click of a 
menu choice.  However, most such software 
treats numbers as literary characters and 
do not translate them into Nemeth Code, 
but literary braille.  For a braille translation 
program to treat these characters differ-
ently, the user must indicate the characters 
are math.   In addition, many word proces-
sors don’t offer the variety of mathemati-
cal operation characters needed even by 
middle school math students.  

Characters such as superscripts (expo-
nents), subscripts (algebra), fractions con-
taining variables and operators, and ge-
ometry symbols are sometimes difýcult to 
manage in word processors.  In addition, 
science uses equations and notations which 
may be more spatial and less linear in their 
presentation of information.  Molecular dia-
grams, for instance represent the structure 
of atoms in a molecule.  The methods of 
displaying such information on computers 
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use the languages LaTeX, XML and MathML 
to tell the computer how to display the 
numbers and characters on the screen in 
a format visually familiar to scientists and 
mathematicians.   XML and MathML devel-
opers were interested primarily in display-
ing visually correct math and science nota-
tion on the internet.  These systems use a 
code which looks a lot like HTML, the com-
puter language used to lay out web pages.  
Just as you no longer have to know HTML 
to create a web page since we have soft-
ware to do that for us, you don’t really have 
to understand what LaTeX or XML is and 
how to use it to create math and science 
pages.  One of the more commonly used 
commercially available computer software 
applications used to generate math and 
science work is Scientiýc Notebook.  Scien-
tiýc Notebook is a math editing tool much 
like a word processor which includes menus 
from which you can select numbers, math-
ematical operators, Greek characters and a 
variety of other special symbols.  Scientiýc 
Notebook generates LaTex ýles which are 
displayed in a familiar mathematical layout.  
Other editing software such as MathType is 
used to generate MathML and XML format-
ted ýles.    

DUXbUrY

Duxbury Braille Translation software 
(DBT) versions 10.4 and later will translate 
LaTeX ýles. Usually these are created us-
ing Scientiýc Notebook.  Completed ýles 
can be imported into DBT and translated 
into grade two braille and Nemeth Code.  
It is usually necessary for a knowledgeable 
braillist to check the braille ýle for accu-
racy, and to correct character errors with 6 
key entry before embossing the ýnal doc-
ument.  Back translation from Nemeth to 
print is not consistent in DBT at this time.  
In addition, Scientiýc Notebook is not ac-
cessible to blind users with screen reading 
software such as JAWS.

MEGADOtS

MegaDots 2.3 has an integrated data en-
try/translation system called MegaMath, 
which produces Nemeth Code. The data en-
try is not graphical, and you cannot gener-
ate a print copy of the math notation. How-
ever, with some practice, it can be a very 
efýcient way of entering a broad range of 
mathematical symbols. MegaMath is built 
into each copy of MegaDots 2.3, and does 
not cost extra. MegaMath does not provide 
a usable print copy and is less user friendly 
than DBT.  It is accessible to both sighted 
and blind users.

MEtrOpLEX VOICE COMpUtING

Although Scientiýc Notebook is not ac-
cessible to blind users, Metroplex Voice 
Computing has a voice recognition package 
called MathTalk/Scientiýc Notebook with a 
read-back feature, which will allow blind us-
ers to access many of the Scientiýc Note-
book features, including producing a print 
and Braille copy of their results. 

BrAILLE 2000

Braille 2000 is a braille translation soft-
ware we see used less frequently in Texas 
than Duxbury and Megadots, but it is be-
coming more well known here.  The cur-
rent version of Braille 2000 allows direct 6 
key entry of Nemeth code and will display 
an on-screen back translation of braille into 
print for proofreading.  This visual display 
shows typographically correct math ex-
pressions when brailling in Nemeth, but Ne-
meth to print output is not available.  Print 
to Nemeth translation is also not currently 
available in Braille 2000, but developers are 
working on a subset of Nemeth to be avail-
able in upcoming versions.   Braille 2000 
does not import Scientiýc Notebook ýles, 
but work is in progress for Nemeth transla-
tion of XML.
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MOUNtbAttEN BrAILLEr

Aside from using the Perkins or other 
manual braille production methods, the 
Mountbatten Brailler is one way for blind 
students to produce math in a tactual for-
mat they can read themselves.  With the 
new Mountbatten Learning Center model, 
users can use the keyboard to directly write 
braille in Nemeth code using a horizontal 
or a vertical format.  Nemeth braille entry 
does yield accurate voice output of numbers 
and operators, but back translation from 
Nemeth to print is not currently available.  
Using an attached computer keyboard with 
the Mountbatten in forward emboss mode 
does not produce accurate Nemeth.

BrAILLENOtE

Both BrailleNote and PAC Mate are not 
currently able to produce braille to print 
translations of Nemeth ýles.  Some users 
and teachers produce usable print ýles by 
using selected computer braille symbols in-
stead of standard Nemeth code symbols.  
With these symbols, a math teacher without 
knowledge of braille can read the student’s 
math work by drawing on commonalities 
between math notation and computer pro-
gramming languages.

BrailleNote introduced a Nemeth tuto-
rial program in the spring of 2007.  This 
program is accessed via the BrailleNote, 
and teaches users the basics of Nemeth 
code via the braille display and voice out-
put features of the BrailleNote.  Presented 
in a self-paced set of learning modules, 
the tutorial guides the users step by step 
through Nemeth Code from beginner to 
college level mathematics.  Designed for 
adults who may have had only minimal ac-
cess to Nemeth braille instruction, it could 
be used by younger students with support 
from a knowledgeable teacher.  Educators 
supporting students learning math can also 
beneýt from the tutorial.  This tutorial is 
not intended to teach mathematical con-
cepts, only knowledge of the code.

THE TIGEr EMbOSSEr AND SOftwArE

The Tiger embosser produces math using 
the same software as other braille printers.  
In addition it can utilize ýles generated in 
MathType.  MathType is an equation edi-
tor bundled with both MS Word and Corel 
WordPerfect.  A separate professional ver-
sion of MathType is also available.  Similar 
to Scientiýc Notebook, it is used by sight-
ed scientists, engineers, and educators to 
author documents that include equations.  
Files generated by MathType can be ex-
ported in LaTeX and MathML documents.  
These ýles can them be used to emboss 
documents in Nemeth or DotsPlus (at tac-
tual spacial math format) using the Tiger 
software.  Currently, MathType is only ac-
cessible to sighted users. 

RESOUrCES

Braille 2000
www.braille2000.com

Duxbury Systems, Inc (Duxbury and 
Megadots)

www.duxburysystems.com  

Design Science (MathType)
www.dessci.com/en/products/MathType

Freedom Scientiýc (PAC Mate)
www.freedomscientiýc.com/index.html 

Humanware (BrailleNote)
www.humanware.com/en-usa/home 

MacKichan Software, Inc. (Scientiýc   
Notebook)

www.mackichan.com

Metroplex Voice Computing
www.metroplexvoice.com

TSBVI Mathematics website
www.tsbvi.edu/math/index.htm 

ViewPlus (Tiger Embossers)
www.viewplus.com



29

N
E
w

S &
 V

IE
w

S
Blind Children’s Program:  Challenges Ahead

By Barbara J. Madrigal, Assistant Commissioner, Division for Blind Services

Abstract:  This article reviews changes in purchasing guidelines for DARS-DBS Blind 
Children’s Vocational Discovery and Development Program.

Key Words:  blindness, visual impairment, Blind Children’s Program, purchases, ser-
vices, Transition services

In the ýeld of government, we are ac-
customed to dealing with challenges on a 
daily basis. I suspect this is true of all ýelds 
of endeavor, for to accomplish something 
real and worthwhile in the world always re-
quires one to overcome challenges.

In this ýscal year, the Blind Childrenôs Vo-
cational Discovery and Development Pro-
gram is facing the challenge of a budget 
shortfall. Although the budget for the Blind 
Children’s Program has not been reduced, 
operating costs have risen in recent years 
and, as a result, some very difýcult and un-
avoidable decisions became necessary.

The primary change is that, effective 
September 17, 2007, the Blind Children’s 
Program will no longer be able to purchase 
services for consumers whose vision is bet-
ter than 20/70 in the better eye. Examples 
of purchased services which the Blind Chil-
dren’s Program has previously provided for 
these consumers include glasses, regis-
tration fees and travel expenses to attend 
conferences, support to attend DBS train-
ings, registration fees and travel expenses 
for camps, developmental equipment, and 
developmental toys. 

With the exception of these purchased 
services, children whose vision is better 
than 20/70 in the better eye and who are 
certiýed as visually impaired by the local 
education agency will continue to be eligi-
ble for all other services provided by our 
Blind Children’s Specialists. These services 
include needs assessment, information and 
referral services, ARD preparation and sup-
port, and counseling and guidance services. 

BCP Specialists can also provide assistance 
with locating comparable beneýts for ser-
vices we are no longer able to purchase.

A second change will result in purchase 
limitations for consumers whose vision is 
20/70 or worse. The following changes will 
also go into effect on September 17th.

•	Out-of-state conferences will be lim-
ited to only those where in-state train-
ing is not available.

•	Support will be provided to families to 
attend only one conference per year.

•	Durable equipment purchased by the 
Blind Children’s Program must be spe-
ciýc to the loss of vision; DBS Special-
ists will assist in locating resources 
to provide equipment such as wheel-
chairs, strollers, or other items over 
$100.

This shortfall will also impact other bud-
get areas within DBS, including staff train-
ing and administrative purchases.

This is, unfortunately, a situation that the 
Children’s Program has encountered in the 
past. For example, an article published in 
the See/Hear newsletter in 2001  <www.
tsbvi.edu/Outreach/seehear/summer01/
creative-thinking.htm> guides parents in 
locating additional resources in the com-
munity.

I would like to reassure you that our core 
services to blind children and their fami-
lies are still strong. Our DBS Specialists are 
knowledgeable about the impact of visual 
impairment on child development, and they 
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remain available to help children and their 
parents learn and build new skills. They 
also still assist consumers and families to 
participate in training opportunities, and to 
obtain the techniques, tools, information, 
resources, and support that will enable 
consumers to reach their fullest potential. 

Additionally, the DBS Transition Program 
continues to work with blind students start-
ing at age 10. Almost exactly four years 
ago, the Texas Division for Blind Services 
became the ýrst Vocational Rehabilitation 
agency in the country to work with 10-year-
olds. At that time, Commissioner Terry Mur-
phy stated, “We have no doubt that earlier, 
positive vocational involvement with young 
people via [DBS’s] knowledgeable transition 

specialists is appropriate and necessary in 
today’s economic and social environment 
to reduce the high unemployment rates still 
prevalent among the blind population. The 
earlier young people who are blind expe-
rience empowering skills, the better pre-
pared they are for the various transitions 
between youth and life as an adult.”

Our Children’s Program and Transition 
Program provide a uniýed and seamless 
service system that emphasizes conýdence, 
high expectations, and empowerment. We 
remain ýrm in our commitment to assist 
all of our consumers in their efforts to be 
independent and productive, and we look 
forward to working with you toward that 
goal.

Looking Forward at TSBVI

By William “Bill” Daugherty, Superintendent,                                                       
 Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired

Abstract:  Bill Daugherty, the new Superintendent for TSBVI, introduces himself and 
talks about his background and TSBVI.

Key Words:  Texas School for the Blind and Visually Impaired, TSBVI, Superintendent 
Phil Hatlen, Superintendent Bill Daugherty, blindness, visual impairment, News & Views

My name is William “Bill” Daugherty, and 
as the new Superintendent of the Texas 
School for the Blind and Visually Impaired 
(TSBVI), I am so pleased to have a regular 
opportunity to provide the readership of TX 
SenseAbilities an update about our school’s 
campus and statewide activities.  I previ-
ously worked at TSBVI until 1993, and for 
the past 14 years have served as the Su-
perintendent of the Kansas State School for 
the Blind.  Returning to my hometown of 
Austin, and to what is regarded by many as 
the ýnest special purpose school of its type 
in the country, is both a thrill and a great 
honor.

You have to leave Austin and Texas for a 
while to fully grasp how large this city and 

this state looms in the public imagination.  
Likewise, TSBVI is widely discussed within 
our ýeld as an important national resource 
and as a source of key leadership to the 
profession. Much of that recognition has 
been due to the service of Dr. Phil Hatlen 
over his past 17 years as the TSBVI Super-
intendent.  Phil has demonstrated a unique 
ability to unite our ýeld around unifying 
themes and principles that made sense to 
people. The Expanded Core Curriculum is 
but one example.  But TSBVI’s national and 
international prominence has also evolved 
as many of its teachers and specialists 
grew to become the very best in the coun-
try at what they do.  Current and former 
TSBVI staff form an extensive A-List of au-
thors, presenters and consultants on every 


