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Presentation overview

¸ Educational definition of visual impairment 

¸ Incidence of visual impairment in SSPI

¸Overview of prevalent eye conditions

¸ Looking at functional vision

¸Customization of AAC visual displays 

¸Considerations: visual materials in the 

learning environment 

Deborah Tierney Kreuzer



3

IDEA definition of visual impairment
Section 300 7 (b) (13)

¸ñVisual impairment including blindnessò 

means an impairment in vision which, 

even with correction adversely affects a 

childôs educational performance.  

¸The term includes both partial sight and 

blindness.
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Incidence of visual impairments for 
persons with severe disabilities:

¸ Varies between 75-90% with 30-60% of 
persons with cerebral palsy reported to have 
an impairment due to:
ïVisual acuity loss

ïEye muscle imbalances

ïVisual field deficits

ïVisual perceptual delays

ï processing problems
(Petty & Buskin, 1996: and reflecting reports from Beukelman & Mirenda, 1992; Erhardt, 

1990; Mirenda & Math-Laikko, 1989)
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Further breakdown:
visual impairment and cerebral palsy

¸ 21 -76% refractive errors

¸ 15 -60% strabismus

¸ 1-25% have other problems such as 

cerebral / cortical visual impairment

(Petty & Buskin, 1996: and reflecting reports from Beukelman & Mirenda, 1992; Erhardt, 

1990; Mirenda & Math-Laikko, 1989))
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Involve the team 

¸ñOf course, this doesnôt always translate to 

ñblindnessò or even functional blindness 

problems, but it certainly raises a red flag to 

think about vision and to bring in a vision 

specialist to consult on the AAC assessment.ò

(Katie Hustad as quoted in ACN, 12/05, Sarah Blackstone, Ed.)
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Prevalent visual conditions in children 
with multiple disabilities 

¸ Cerebral/cortical visual impairment 

¸ Ocular motor: strabismus, exo/esotropia, etc.

¸ Optic nerve or visual pathway: atrophy

damage or underdevelopment (central vision)

¸ Refractive errors (some may be undiagnosed and 
uncorrected; correction is critical)

¸ Visual or brain condition results in field loss

¸ Retinopathy of prematurity (ROP)

¸ Cataracts 

¸ Amblyopia or lazy eye
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Cerebral / cortical 
visual impairment

Leading cause of visual 

impairment for children 

with neurological issues
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CVI:   is damage within the brain

¸Range of causes from insufficient oxygen to 

the brain at birth or during heart surgery, to 

hydrocephalus, stroke or trauma
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Ocular motor:   Strabismus

¸ Esotropia

Eye turns in

¸ Exotropia

Eye turns out

¸ Hypertropia

Eye turns upward note: there 

are other types of motor issues: hypotropia, alternating, 
etc.  Consult the medical team.
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Immediate implications: 
for students with cerebral palsy 

¸ Presentation of materials: not directly in front 
but move in from one side or the other

¸ Example of student with exotropia and 
feeding positions, scoliosis concerns

¸ Is there is a preferred eye for fixation?

¸ Is there a preferred eye for following or 
viewing in the distance?
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Hypertropia

Student with right eye for 

fixation

Used hypertropic eye to 

scan and look into 

distance

Fatigue issues
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Refractive errors

¸Myopia or near-sightedness

¸Hyperopia or far-sightedness

¸ Astigmatism

¸ Anisometropia:  imbalance of refractive error
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Analyze the errors,
especially when you have isolated numbers or 

letters on an E-Tran to scan and indicate choice

5 + 2 = 7

2 + 3 = 7

3 + 4 = 7 (Note: student confused the 5 

and the 3 but knew the factséastigmatism and 

hyperopia undiagnosed)
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Field losses 

¸ Is field loss organic or due to motor issues

¸MRI to determine

¸Will impact placement of symbols

¸ Example of E-Tran with child with motor 
issues, not organic loss of field (ATNR)
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Considerations with field loss

¸ If an area is difficult to access even with 

movement, it will not be reliable for testing

¸Maximize viewing of best field for social 

purposes, computer screen viewing.
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Maximize viewing:  
seat far right to maximize left viewing
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Functional vision 

¸Refers to the ability to use vision to perform 

desired tasks

¸ Visual function will differ per individual and is 

not predictable based on the visual condition

¸ Visual function will differ per time of day, 

environmental conditions, level of fatigue, 

type of medications, additional medical 

considerations
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Visual function:  Light and dark

¸ Pupillary response may be slow (Meds? Seizures? Damage?)

¸ Light and dark adaptation considerations for learning

¸ Going in and out of bright sunlight into room

¸ Some eye conditions such as rod cone dystrophy and retinitis 
pigmentosa inherently have these considerations

Deborah Tierney Kreuzer



20

Customization of visual displays

¸ Color

¸ Shape

¸ Icons

¸ Print
The next series of slides are based upon the following publications:

King, J. and Tierney Kreuzer, D. (2004 in Lueck, A. Functional Vision );  

Tierney, D. and King, J. (Winter, 2000, Classroom Strategy Series the Bridge School)
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Maximizing the Use of Color Cues

¸ When using color to enhance visual displays

1. Evaluate studentôs response to colors 

2. Can the student pick out the one that is different?

3. Can the student identify specific colors by name?
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Check responsiveness to color

¸ Present circles of the same color with one that is 

different

¸ Present 4 circle shapes of the same size and one 

that is different
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Can the student pick out the color that 
is different?

¸ Begin here, if you believe that the student has a 

good understanding of ñsameò and ñdifferent.ò

¸ Use 4 circle shapes of the same size, with 3 of the 

same color and 1 of a different color.
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Can the student identify specific 
colors by name?

¸ Find the ñredò one or find the ñblueò one.

¸ Knowing this information is important if you will be asking the 

student to use color to code displays, such as all nouns are red

¸ There are other methodséjust enjoy and explore
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