12

Student-Centered Educational Placement Decisions:

The Meaning, Interpretation, and Application of Least Restrictive Environment for Students with Visual Impairments

Kathleen Mary Huebner, Ph. D.

Missy Garber, Ph. D.

Diane P. Wormsley, Ph. D.

Pennsylvania College of Optometry

Introduction

One of the key requirements of educating children with disabilities under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) is the least restrictive environment mandate (LRE), which states: 

To the maximum extent appropriate, children with disabilities . . .are educated with children who are not disabled, and special classes, separate schooling, or other removal of children with disabilities from the regular educational environment occurs only when the nature or severity of the disability of a child is such that education in regular classes with the use of supplementary aids and services cannot be achieved satisfactorily [Sec. 612 (a)(5)(A)].

Interpretations of the meaning of least restrictive environment vary in special education, ranging from those which view the regular education classroom in a student’s neighborhood school as always the least restrictive environment for all students, to those which advocate for a full continuum of program placements (Crockett & Kauffman, 1999). There are many in special education who promote full inclusion as the placement option of choice.  Those involved in education of children with visual impairments do not feel that any one placement is necessarily the only placement appropriate to meet the needs of all students with visual impairments.  

Educational Needs of Students with Visual Impairments

Students with visual impairments have unique educational needs that may vary according to individual characteristics. The nature of a visual impairment is such that it creates severe challenges to learning that may be summarized as the need: 

· To learn through alternative and/or additional sensory channels such as touch and sound (Koenig & Holbrook, 1995);

· For direct instruction in skills that others learn incidentally through observation and modeling (Koenig & Holbrook, 2000);

· For materials that are adapted to provide equal access to the core curriculum through alternate sensory modalities (Castellano, 2005; Corn, Hatlen, Huebner, Ryan, & Siller, 1995; Holbrook & Koenig, 2000; Huebner, Merk-Adam, Stryker, & Wolffe, 2004); 

· For assessment and instruction in the expanded core curriculum (Corn, et al., 1995; Hatlen, 2004b; Huebner, et al., 2004);(
· For specialized equipment to permit access to the curriculum through alternate sensory modalities (Kapperman & Sticken, 2000);

· For individualized instruction in specialized skills when group instruction may not be appropriate (Koenig & Holbrook, 2000):


Despite these common needs, students with visual impairments constitute a heterogeneous population and vary, for example, with regard to degree of vision loss, the presence of additional exceptionalities, and the onset of visual impairment. “A variety of factors need to be considered in designing an appropriate educational program for a blind or visually impaired child, and these factors could change over time” (Riley, 2000, p. 36586). Realizing this, the authors of the National Agenda specify, “Pioneering efforts in the education of visually impaired students resulted in some important lessons, among them the realization that a full array of placement options is necessary to meet the individualized needs of all students with visual impairments” (Corn, et al., 1995, p. 11; Huebner, et al., 2004, p. 11-12).

Teachers specifically trained and certified in educating students with visual impairments must be available to provide direct instruction in the expanded core curriculum and to serve as a primary educational resource for students, their families, and their educational teams.  Teachers of students who are visually impaired must be knowledgeable about eye conditions and the possible impact of these conditions on growth, development, and learning; have a working knowledge of the disability-specific skills needed by students with visual impairments; and utilize effective, specialized assessment and teaching techniques (CEC, 2003).  Unfortunately, there is a critical shortage of qualified teachers who have this specialized knowledge and skills (Kirchner & Diament, 1999; Mason, Davidson, & McNerney, 2000). This only exacerbates the difficulties of providing students with visual impairments with an education in the most appropriate environment.

Appropriate Learning Environments for Children with Visual Impairments  

During the 1980’s and 1990’s the overriding emphasis on LRE focused on placement decisions for students with special needs --the “where” of LRE –versus the “how” of the “instruction they should be taught” (Crockett & Kauffman, 1999, p. 1). The emphasis on full inclusion and its resultant effects on children with visual impairments prompted concern within the field of visual impairment that students who are visually impaired and who are being educated in inclusive settings may not have full access to the curriculum (LaVenture, 2003) or may be socially isolated (Hatlen, 2004a). Instead, those involved with special education for children who are visually impaired feel that because of the nature and impact of the child's visual impairment, the emphasis should be on each student's individual and unique needs; how an individual's assessed needs can best be met; and the educational setting where identified needs can be met. This concern was what prompted OSEP to develop its policy guidance document on educating blind and visually impaired students, which states, "In making placement determinations regarding children who are blind or visually impaired, it is essential that groups making decisions regarding the setting in which appropriate services are provided consider the full range of settings that could be appropriate depending on the individual needs of the blind or visually impaired student” (Riley, 2000, p. 36592).   

Lewis and Allman emphasize that educators view all placement options as valuable and that they assess any one placement’s “restrictiveness” in terms of a particular student’s needs. “If a placement enhances a student’s understanding of the world and creates an environment in which intended learning occurs, then it should be considered appropriate for the student. If a placement restricts a particular student’s ability to learn, then it is inappropriate for that student, regardless of its value to other students” (2000, p. 236).

Most appropriate placement is defined as "the environment in which all the needs of a student are best met, where the student acquires the greatest benefits from the educational program" (Curry & Hatlen, 1988, p. 420).  The “most enabling placement is one in which the student has the opportunity to fully participate in all aspects of the school experience including acquisition of special skills, thereby providing an academic, social, and emotional environment that encourages a holistic development in preparation for life. The issue is the quality of education provided within a particular placement as measured by the degree to which specific, unique needs of a student with a visual impairment, as appropriately assessed and identified in his or her IEP, can be met" (Huebner, 1989, p. 1). 

Currently special schools, special day classes, resource rooms, itinerant services, and consultation models of service delivery are being used to provide special education services to students with visual impairments (Lewis & Allman, 2000). A small percentage of students are served in other settings, such as hospitals, homes, and juvenile detention facilities. In general, the IEP team of a student who is found eligible for special education services, such as a student with a visual impairment, must first consider if the student can be provided with an appropriate education in a regular education classroom with the services already there. If not, then the IEP teams moves through increasingly more “restrictive” setting, i.e. settings that become increasingly more segregated from non-eligible peers, for example, the regular education classroom with supplementary aids and services, to a slightly more segregated setting with the services already there, to this slightly more segregated setting modified with supplementary aids and services, etc. . . (Champagne, 1993; Riley, 2000). It is important to remember, however, that not all placements are available to every student with a visual impairment, depending upon the geographic region in which he/she lives.  Neither are teachers of the visually impaired dispersed evenly across all geographic regions.

To provide the support necessary for children with visual impairments to succeed in the LRE, often times many services are needed. Regional or state level agencies often provide the personnel and/or funding necessary, although progressive special schools are the most common provider of such services. In addition to on-campus instruction and residential facilities for some students, progressive special schools provide many services to students in their respective states and sometimes other states.  Many special schools also provide dynamic outreach services to students with visual impairments in their home communities in the form of direct itinerant services, comprehensive assessment and diagnostic services, training for parents, continuing education for educators and related service personnel, training sites for practicum experiences, early intervention services, technical assistance to local education agencies, production and distribution of specialized materials, research, and support to parent groups and the greater community. Many of these services are made available to individuals throughout the greater community of practice regardless of where their child attends school or the educational services provided in the child’s home community. 


The most appropriate educational environment for an individual student with a visual impairment must be based on the student’s needs as determined through the educational team assessment process as specified in the IEP.  It is possible that a student's need for instruction in the expanded core curriculum may require different educational placements, for varying durations, at different times during his or her school years.  A continuum or array of services will likely be necessary that uses services from a combination of program options.  One component of this array alone may not meet all needs of a student throughout his or her school career, but in concert with, and supported by, other components of a full array of services, such needs can be effectively addressed. 

Position

The members of the Division of Visual Impairments (DVI) of the Council for Exceptional Children:

· Believe that the least restrictive environment for a student with a visual impairment is the environment in which the core and expanded core curriculum are provided by highly qualified staff with the intensity, consistency, and frequency needed by each student commensurate with all of his or her specific needs as appropriately identified in the student’s IEP; 

· Support the availability of a full continuum or array of educational placements and services for students with visual impairments, including but not limited to the regular education classroom in a student’s neighborhood school, resource rooms, and special schools. Some students who are blind or who have low vision will require the intensity and increased duration of specialized instruction in expanded core curriculum skills provided by special schools, while the needs of other students will be effectively met in regular education classrooms with appropriate supplementary aids and services. No one placement option can serve the needs of all students who are visually impaired; 

· Support IDEA in its directive that all options from a complete array of placements and services must be considered by educational teams, including parents, before a decision is made as to the environment in which a student will receive an appropriate education. It should be remembered that a student may be best served in different educational placements during different times and for different durations in his or her educational career; 

· Oppose any action that seeks to eliminate any of the existing educational placement options.  Rather than reducing options, DVI is committed to making available to students with visual impairments a flexible and full array of programs and services to appropriately meet students’ multifaceted and changing needs. 


DVI is committed to improving the quality of all education programs and services, including instruction in the core and expanded core curriculum, available to students with visual impairments by increasing the supply of highly qualified teachers of children with visual impairments and orientation and mobility specialists; working collaboratively with regular educators and other members of the educational team; and providing the creative leadership needed to guide the development of future services in this low incidence disability area.

The authors wish to acknowledge the contributions of Dr. Alan J. Koenig, who co-authored the original 1991 version of this position paper. He was with us in spirit during the 2005-2006 revision efforts.
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( The core curriculum parallels the curriculum that is provided to peers in regular education and includes subjects such as language arts, mathematics, health, social studies, economics, fine arts, languages, science, physical education, history, business, and vocational education. In order for students who are visually impaired to receive an appropriate education, they must also progress through an additional disability-specific curriculum, i.e. the expanded core curriculum. The expanded core curriculum includes compensatory academic or functional academic skills (including communication modes such as Braille and listening skills); orientation and mobility; social interaction skills, independent living skills; recreation and leisure skills; career education; use of assistive technology; visual efficiency skills; and self-determination skills (Corn, et al, 1995; Hatlen, 2004b; Huebner, et al.  2004). 









